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THE HISTORY OF HAUSA NASALS

Russell G. Schuh
University of California, Los Angeles

1. Loss of word final nasals

Early in the history of Hausa the following sound change took place:

(1) N>/ # i.e.

nasals were lost at the end of a word

*N in (1) represents *m and *n , the only two nasal phonemes recon-
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structable for proto-Hausa or for proto-Chadic.

Comparative Chadic evidence for this sound change is given in (2):

(2) Hausa Bole group Other West Biu-Mandara
Chadic

final *m

'rat' kduslu Bo kosim Mi kusam Te kusum

'crocodile' kédodo Bo kdadam Ba &gdém Te jiran, Mu

kurumz‘Bacama
gilane

"thirst' kishYi 2o Kkéjam RB hwem Te xujum

final *n

'elephant’ giiwaa Bo yauné  Du giiwdn Te juwan

'guinea fowl' zaabdo = = ——m—mm—o Ngi zdabanl Te civan

'Nile monitor' glzaa Ka gabon Ba Sgzan Te kwaza

'grass’ gaajii KK gdzdn Mi awdsin Te wuzdn,
(a type of Bu kusar
grass)

'grindstone' fda 'rock Bo bunf Ba vdnyf Te vana,
outcropping’ Mu funi

"three' akl KK kbunl Ba kwan Te kind

Ba Bade (Gashua dialect)  Bade-Ngizim group

Bo Bolanci Bole group

Bu Bura Bura-Margi group

Du Duwai Bade-Ngizim group

Ka Kanakuru Bole group

KK Karekare Bole group

Mi Miya North Bauchi group
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Mu Muzgu Biu-Mandara, isolated language
Ngi Ngizim Bade-Ngizim group

RB Ron (Bokkos dialect) Ron group

Te Tera Tera group

Hausa belongs to the West Chadic subfamily of Chadic.?

Cognates to
the Hausa items have been selected from three classes of languages: those
most closely related to Hausa within West Chadic (Bole group), those some-
what more distantly related but still in West Chadic, and those from a
different Chadic sub-family (Biu-Mandara). Cognates from varying histor-
ical depth show that all the words in question probably date from proto-
Chadic and that the word-final *N > @ sound change has taken place only
since the separation of Hausa from its closest relatives. This selection
of cognates also anticipates a possible objection to the reality of this
hypothesized sound change. Over half the words listed in (2) are animal
names. Jungraithmayr [1971] suggests that animal names in proto-Chadic
terminated in certain consonantal suffixes, among them -m and -n . One
might argue that Hausa merely discarded the animel suffixes (a morpholog-
ical change) and did not undergo the sound change in question. This can-
not be the case. In the first place, four of the nine words listed in (2)
are not animal names. Secondly, for the animal names, the consistent
appearance of the final nasal at all depths of relationship in Chadic
demonstrates that even if the nasals were originally suffixes, they became
frozen to the root at a very early date in the history of Chadic and were
not analyzable as suffixes at the time of the much more recent AN>g/  #
sound change in Hausa.

A potential objection to the Chadic cognate status of the words for
'erocodile' and 'Nile monitor' is their resemblance to the Kanuri words
kérdm and gljan respectively. The similarity of the Chadic and Kanuri

words cannot be the result of inheritance from a common ancestor since

lSee Greenberg (19631, Newman and Ma (19661, Hoffmann (19713, and
Newman Cin press] for progressive refinements of Chadic classification.
Newman's most recent work divides Chadic into four subfamilies: West
Chadic, Biu-Mandara, Fast Chadic, and Masa.
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Kanuri is not Chadic. While chance resemblance is not jimpossible,
borrowing is a more likely explanation. Because of the long political
dominance of the Kanuri in northeastern Nigeria, Chadic-speaking peoples
in contact with them have borrowed much Kanuri vocabulary (cf. Greenberg
£19601 for examples of Kanuri borrowing into Hausa). However, the words
for 'crocodile' and 'Nile monitor' have clearly been borrowed from
Chadic into Kanuri. Because borrowing by Chadic from Kanuri has taken

place relatively recently and because it has happened more or less simul

taneously in all the recipient languages, Kanuri loans in Chadic tend to
look very much alike from language to language, e.g. Kanuri kérd 'don-
key': Bo kdéord , Ba kéordu , Te kérd , etc. The words for 'crocodile!
and 'Nile monitor', on the other hand, show the effects of regular, and
in some cases, fairly old sound shifts particular to the specific lan-
guages or language groups. Note particularly the words for 'Nile monitor'
in Hausa and Kanakuru which are directly related by the Hausa sound law
*N > ¢ /___# and the Kanakuru sound law ¥z > *w > 5 /V_V (see Newman
19703 for the latter). We can even ascertain that Kanuri borrowed these
words from a Biu-Mandara language since in the word for 'crocodile', *d
was replaced very early in Biu-Mandara by r (> 1) . Recognition of the
N> @ /___ﬁ sound law in Hausa thus allows us to confirm as native to
Chadic two words whose status as Chadic cognates may have previously been

in doubt.?

2. Other nasal changes and their implications

The sound change described in section 1 is but one of a series of

"weakenings" affecting syllable final consonants in Hausa. The maximum

2Tn thus far unpublished work, Douglas Saxon gives evidence for.a
long history of reciprocal lexical borrowing between the Chadic family
and the Saharan family, of which Kanuri is a part. This borrowing dates
from long before the dessication of the southern Sahara and the movement
of these peoples south. To the two Chadic loans intg §anuri discussed
here can be added the word for 'baobab', which is kuwa in Kanuri--cf.
Hausa klukda , Bo kushi , Ba kikwau , ‘Bacama kawai , etc. The
Chadic to Kanuri direction for borrowing of these words suggests that the
Kanuri moved into the Lake Chad area from a drier region and borrowed
words for unfamiliar flora and fauna from the indigenous Chadic speakers.
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syllable in Hausa is ClVCZ, i.e. a syllable can begin and end in at most
one conscnant, and these weakenings have affected all consonants in the
C, position. The literature has concentrated on the changes in obstru-
ents, probably because those changes are more palpable than the ones af-
fecting sonorants. ?

The changes occurring when C, is a nasal have not previously been
described in detail. They are of particular interest, however, because
they show that syllable final consonant weakening is an old but continu-
ing process in Hausa. The *N > @ / # change was described above as
having taken place "early in the history of Hausa". There are two types
of evidence for its relative antiquity. First, its effects are uniform
in all Hausa dialects, indicating that it must have taken place before the
split of Hausa into distinet dialect areas. Second, there are few if any
surviving morphophonemic alternations involving the lost nasals. Pre-
sumably, the sound change would have left situations where ¢ would alter-
nate with n or m , e.g. noun singulars with # and noun plurals or de-
rived forms with a nasal. However, this sound change is so old that ana-
logical leveling has left the language with only a few doubtful cases of
the nasal alternate. One such case is the plural of fia (< *fan) 'rock
outcropping', which is fannii or fanndi . However, we cannot be en-
tirely certain that this is a surviving alternation resulting from the
sound change since nasals appear irregularly in many derived and plural
forms where there is no comparative support for an etymological nasal in
the root, e.g. kdrde ‘'dog' pl. Kkér-n-Gkda (cf. RB kyard , Bu kila ,
etc.); zdakli 'lion', zdak-d-n-yda 'lioness' (cf.Du 5zgai ).

On the basis of the universal typology of syllable-final nasal weak-
ening and loss, we can reconstruct the sound change in (1) as having had

the intermediate states in (3):

3Briefly, the changes affecting obstruents as C,, known collectively
as Klingenheben's Law, are *K > w, *T > ¥/l, *P > w (where K = any velar
obstruent, T = any alveolar obstruent, P = any labial obstruent). Exam-
ples are #tdldkeii > tdlducli ‘'poverty' (cf. télaksd 'commoneri),
“batnda > baFnda 'damage' (cf. Eéatéa "destroy'), *jibjli > jdujii
'rubbish heap' (cf. plural jibdajée ). See Klingenheben 19281 and
Schuh [1972, 197Lk3 for details and further examples.
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(3) XNF > *n# > wvH

Modern Hausa is undergoing a repetition of this same sound change.
The new sound change, first mentioned in Klingenheben [19281, is given in

(4):
() >/ 4

We know that this change began only recently since it has reached
only the second stage in (3), and alternations with the original nasals

survive, as in (5):*

(5)  final *m

'person’ Cmutlnl < /muttm/ ef. CmutdmY-n3d ‘the person'
'teacher'’ Cmdalanl. < /méalam/ ef. [mdalami-nl  'the teacher'
final *n

"muezzin' [13addnl < /laadan/ cf. [l3addani-nl 'the muezzin'

'the horse' [ddokinl < /ddoki-n/ cf. [ddokii-n-4al 'my horse'
(horse-that of-me)

Syllable final nasals have been subject to continuous weakening
throughout the history of Hausa. For nasals in phrase final position we
have documented this weakening as the two discrete but essentially iden-
tical sound changes (1) and (4). Phrase final is only one of two posi-
tions for C, of a syllable. The other position is preconsonantal. The
phonetic changes in preconsonantal nasals are different from those in
phrase final nasals, but this is merely a function of their being in dif-
ferent phonological positions. The overall process--syllable final
weakening--is the same.

The first relevant case involves a rule inherited from proto-Chadic,
viz. the phoneme /n/ assimilates to the point of articulation of a fol-

lowing obstruent, nasal, or semivowel.

(6) "they got lost' /stn Bdtda/ - Csim Batdal

'they gathered' /sin tdard/ - Csin taardl

“Some dialects still retain word final Cml (perhaps in free variation
with [nl). As far as I know, no dialect allows word final Cnl.
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(6) cont.
"they ran' /sdn gadl/ - [sdn gldua
'they died!’ /sdn méth/ - Csdm mdtul
"they melted’ /sin ndrkée/ - Csin nédrkeel
'they did’ /sin yi/ - Csti yi2
"they scattered' /sin waatsee/ - Csdn waatseel

The same assimilations hold for /n/ followed by an obstruent or semi-
vowel within a word.

Before liquids (Hausa has three--a retroflex flap written here as r ,

a tap or trill written as ¥ , and | ), n assimilates completely.s

(1) "they became confused' /stn rdudbe/ -+ Usdr réudeel
'they wrote' /stn Fablutda/ - [s(F Flbuutdal
'they paid attention’ /stn luurd/ - Csal Iburda

Like the assimilations illustrated in (6), those in (7) may have been
inherited from protc-Chadic in view of the fact that other Chadic lan-
guages share a similar phenomenon. In any case, assimilation of /n/ to a
following liquid is of considerable antiguity in Hausa as I will attempt
to demonstrate from instances of the fairly common geminate |1 1in native
Hausa lexical roots, e.g. kalildo ‘'watching', killée ‘'lock', tsallée
'jumping', géllée 'sprain', etc. I believe that many of these geminate
Il 's come from *nl ,6 though direct internal and comparative support for
this hypothesis is still scanty. The hypothesis is based on several inter-
locking observations: (i) Hausa underwent a change *r > y , followed by
¥ > r , so that most r 's in modern Hausa would have been *| in proto-
Hausa, and most modern | 's would have a more recent origin such as

borrowing (see Newman [19701). (ii) In modern Hausa, the only unanalyzable

SM. Dauda Bagari and I carefully checked the phonetics of phrases
like those in (7) for his dialect, that of Azare, east of Kano. There is
sometimes nasalization of the vowel preceding /n/, but this is never
strong and is not obligatory.

6The discussion in this paper is limited to changes affect%ng nasals.
Actually, geminate |1 's come from any of the combinations #t ,d,d,
A, + |, i.e. [talveolar, -continuantl + | . Note, for example, doublets
like kidurda = Rdllha ‘tie a knot' (< #Kidulda, #Ridlaa ).
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lexical geminate consonant commonly found in native roots is |l . Vir-
tually all other geminates are indisputably known to result either from
complete assimilation of one consonant to another, e.g. in reduplication
such as rarrabda ‘'distribute' < *rab-rabaa or borrowings such as

| {ttdafii ‘'book' < ¥|iktaab , or from morphological processes requiring
gemination, e.g. in certain plurals such as Jjakkdi 'donkeys' from sin-
gular jaak{i . (iii) Jungraithmayr C1970] reconstructs a number of
"derivational augments”, including -r- (< *-|-) , which were added to
verb roots in some earlier stage of the language but which are now frozen to
the old verb roots as inseparable radicals. My hypothesis is that when-
ever a root final *-n (or other alveolar non-continuant--cf. fn. 6)

came in contact with the derivational augment *-i- , the result was *|| ,
This assimilation predated the *| > r sound change, and that sound
change did not apply to geminate *|| . This explains why lexical gem-
inate | 's, but not other geminate consonants, are fairly common, and why
we find occasional etymologically related pairs such as d4nda 'cock gun,
set trap' and d3) 12a 'flip, project with springlike action'.

The phoneme */m/ in proto-Chadic did not undergo assimilation to a
following segment and even today many Chadic languages, including some
Hausa dialects, allow [m] in all environments. In the Hausa dialect of
Kano and neighbering areas, *®m has undergone the preconsonantal weaken-

ings described in (8) and illustrated in (9):

(8) a. *m > n / alveolar obstruents

A/__ v

7
n/ velar conscnants

b. *m>w/ r n®

_—

"The category "velar consonants" probably includes w . There are no
words in any Hausa dialect with the sequence mw , so this may have been
a separate, very early assimilation. If the word [kyanwaal 'cat' (where
-wha is e femine noun suffix) is a cognate with Bade gdyim , this would
be an example of *m>n/_  w.

%0mitted from ¢8b) is the environment / | . The sequence ml is
rare because of the limited distribution of | . In the\few cases where
m precedes | it seems not to have changed, e.g. jimlaa ‘'sum’ (< Ara-

bic) (cf. variant [imillaa ).
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(9) Kano Hausa alternates with m other dialects
a. 'filth’ kazantda kazadamf i kazamtda
'filthy person’
"nutshell’ kwansdo kwamsdo
'spur-winged Cdifiyaal dimyda
goose!
"idol' Cglnklil pl. glmaakda glmk] i
'fence' [shingéel shimgée
b. 'marriage’ aurée dméryda 'bride' dmrée
'arrow shaft' kyaurdo pl. kydmaarée kyamrdo
'sit down' zaunaa z4mé zémnaa

'stay, remain'

'affection’ kaunda kamnda

The change in (8b), illustrated in (9b), has generally been included
in that part of Klingenheben's Law affecting labial obstruents (see fn. 3),
viz. ®P > w in syllable final position (e.g. saukd 'get down'--cf.
dialectal sabkad ). Although the changes in (8a)-(9a) have not previously
been related to Klingenheben's Law, they all clearly involve the same
phenomenon, viz. syllable final nasal weakening. The phonetic realiza~
tion of the weakening differs depending on environment.

In summary, the following sound laws affecting syllable final nasals

have been identified:

(10) Early, perhaps inherited from proto-Chadic:

¥/n/ > m, n, fi, n before following obstruents, nasals, or
semivowels, depending on point of artic-
ulation

¥n/ > r, %, | before r , F , | respectively

Very early in Hausa:
N> ¢/ #

More recent in Hausa:

N> o/ #

Late in Hausa (found only in certain dialects):

*m > n, i, n before following obstruent or semivowel,
depending on point of articulation
mooo> W before n or r
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This series of changes illustrates two general facts: (i) weakening
of nasals (actually all consonants) in syllable final position has been a
continous process throughout the history of Hausa; (ii) a general process
of "weakening" can be identified separately from its specific phonetic ef-

fects, which differ depending on environment.

3. Some problematic Hausa etymologies

A number of Chadic roots where *m can be reconstructed have n in

Hausa:
(11) Hausa Bole group other W. Chadic Biu-Mandara
tear’ klinnée Bo kumd Ngi  kdmaw Te d!im .
'hear! (cognate?)
"hand' hénndu® Bo mbda'ad Ba  &m) Buduma yumai
'upper arm'’
'blood!  jinfi Bo dom Ba  t3ddm = ——mmmmmmeeee
'farm’ gbonaa/  Kofyar goon Ba  kam Higi gémbd
gwaanaa "bush' "bush!
'name' slunda Gera sdma Pa'a s+m Te dlim

Establishment of the sound law described in section 1 provides at least
{wo hypotheses which would explain why Hausa has n rather than the recon-
structable *m : (i) The first possibility is that in early Hausa, all
final nasals were weakened to *g (cf. (3) above). Because of this pho-
netic neutralization, all final nasals were reinterpreted as */n/ and in
root alternates where a vowel followed the nasal, e.g. where words appeared
in environments requiring an epenthetic vowel after the nasal, *Im] was re-
placed by *[nl. (ii) The second hypothesis is that the n 's in (11) are
not etymologically related to *m or the reconstructed roots, but are

rather instances of the common -n plural suffix found throughout Chadic.

9In addition to the Chadic cognates, note Hausa hamaatda ‘'armpit',
which may be a doublet with hénndu .

10p071 the words in (11) are now grammatically singular, but it is not
uncommon for plural forms of both mass nouns and body parts that come in
groups to be reinterpreted as singulars. This is followed by complete
loss of the singular form and development of a new plural. For example,
in Hausa the words kid{i ‘'money' (originally the plural of wirii  'cow-
ry shell'; now with new plural kiddadée ) and riwda ‘'water' (old singu-
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The history of the words in (11) would thus be similar to that suggested
for fda 'rock outcropping' above, (p. 4). The final *m was lost
through the *N > ¢ / # sound change, leaving a singular of the shape
CIV

but a plural of the shape C,V,-nV,, where -nV, is a plural suffix.

L
The plural, for whatever reason, was reinterpreted as a singular and use
of the old singular was discontinued.

In fact, the explanastions for the forms of words in (1l) could involve
a combination of hypotheses (i) and (ii) as well as other factors. The
words for 'ear' and 'hand' are originally plurals *kim-née and *(h)am-
ndu respectively, either with very early assimilation of the *m to the
following *n , or with replacement of *m by *n through the reinter-

pretation suggested in (i).'!

The words for 'blood! and 'farm' would be
equally explicable by hypothesis (i) or {ii). If gdonda 'farm' is an
old plural, it probably meant 'farmland' as opposed to a single farm (crf.
Bade where this distinction is made lexically-- kam ‘'farm', kdr(iba
'farmland', translated by Bade speakers as Hausa gbonékfi "farms'). It
is unlikely that slunda 'name' was formerly a plural, which excludes
hypothesis (ii) as an explanation. While we are left with hy-

pothesis (i) as only a tentative explanation, we know that the etymology
for this word is not *sim-nda with *m>w /_n (cf. (8b)) as sug-
gested by Lukas [1968:1051. The *m > w change took place in a limited
dialect area only, whereas the word for 'name' is phonologically slunda

in all dialects.

lar not used; plural is now ruwaayée ) were originally plurals but are
now treated by many speakers as grammatical singulars. Likewise, the
words duwdawlu 'buttock, pair of buttocks' (old singular not used;
there is a new plural diwdiwdyda ) and hdnjii 'guts’ (plural in Sokoto
where the singular is hdnzdnyaa , with feminine suffix -anyaa ) were
originally plurals but are now usually treated as grammatical singulars
in Kano Hausa.

Vlrukas [1968:1051 proposes a similar etymology for 'hand' to the one
given here except that he calls the second -n- 'nunation”, a morpheme
having a determinative function. This seems less likely than the hypoth-
esis advanced here since addition of "nunation" in Hausa is invoked to
explain just those cases with problematic n 's. It appears nowhere else
in the language. An -n- plural suffix, on the other hand, is used with
large numbers of necuns.
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Finally, consider the following common Chadic words which have no

known cognates in Hausa:

(12) Bole group other West Chadic Biu-Mandara
'water' Bo amma, KK amu Ngi am, Pa'a ambi Te d¥im
'ram’ Bo, KK gém Du gam, Pa'a gan Te gam
"bull' Bo kbm tcow', Ngi kwdm e
KK kwam

The *am root for 'water' is probably the most solidly reconstructed
pan-Afroasiatic root and is found in every Chadic subgroup; the *gam
root for 'ram' is also very widespread in Chadic [Newman and Ma 19661;
the *kwam root for 'bull', though not found outside West Chadic, is
found in at least two major subgroups there. But why does Hausa have no
reflexes of these roots?

*am , *gam ,

Assuming these roots were inherited into proto-Hausa as
and *kwam respectively, consider what the effect of the sound change
*N > @ /__ # would have been on them: they would have become *a , *ga ,
and *kwa . Anttila [1972:184] notes that "it has been maintained Cby
some linguistsl] that excessive shortness necessitates replacement of a
term to increase redundancy." In Hausa, replacement of these words by
longer words in order to increase redundancy would have been abetted by
a strong disfavoring of monosyllabic noun stems. The words for 'water!
and 'ram’' are now rUwda and raagco respectively. The origins of
these roots have not been satisfactorily determined, but they are func-
tionally more amenable to the language than the roots they putatively re-
placed. In the case of 'bull', one modern word is sda , itself a mono-
syllabic noun stem, but my impression is that the word bijim{i is the
more commonly used term.

We would have expected the word fda ‘'rock outcropping', seen in (2),
to have met the same fate as the roots in (12). Though it is still used,
its semantic function has become more restricted than that of its cognates
in other languages. Moreover, it is normally used in the phrase kan faa
'head of rock outcropping’, rather than alone.

To conclude, then, recognition of a sound law *N > @ /__ # in Hausa

allows us not only to relate a number of Hausa words in a systematic way
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to cognates in other languages, as in the case of the words in (2) and (11),
it also gives us a possible explanation for why Hausa lacks cognates for

certain common Chadic roots.
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