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Lora Litvinova, September 2024 

Analytical report on the Hausa Tonal System 
This report relies primarily on Paul Newman’s (2000) analysis of the Hausa tonal system, 
supplemented by additional information on Hausa grammar and illustrative examples from the 
work of Jaggar (2001).  

1. General information 
Hausa (ISO 639-3: hau, Glottocode: haus1257) is a West Chadic language of the Afro-Asiatic 
family spoken in Northern Nigeria and southern areas of the Republic of Niger. There are also 
speakers of Hausa in Ghana and in the Blue Nile area of Sudan (Newman 2000: 1). Hausa has 
a number of dialects such as western Hausa (e.g. Sokoto and Tahoua), eastern Hausa (e.g. Kano 
and Zinder), Katsina, Maradi, and others (Newman 2000: 1). This report is based on the dialect 
of Kano. 

2. Segmental phonology 
2.1. Phonemic inventory 

2.1.1. Vowels 

Hausa has ten monophthongal vowel phonemes: five short vowels and five long vowels, see 
Table 1 and Table 2. 

Table 1. Hausa monophthongal short vowels  Table 2. Hausa monophthongal long vowels 

i    u  iː    uː 

 e  o    eː  oː  

  a      aː   

Hausa vowel inventory also includes two oral diphthongs: /ai/ and /au/1 and three nasal 
diphthongs /aN/, /iN/, and /uN/ (where the nasal element manifests some vocalic features) 
(Newman 2000: 405). 

                                           
1 Historically, two additional oral diphthongs have been attested in Hausa: */iu/ and */ui/. The diphthong */ui/ 
were monophthongized to /iː/, while */iu/ were monophthongized to /uː/ (Newman 2000: 403). Some linguists 



2 

 

In the Hausa scholarly transcription, the vowel length is indicated with a macron, as in <ā>, 
or with double letters <aa>. Another way of identifying vowel length is the presence of 
circumflex above a vowel symbol, as in <â>. In this case, the circumflex symbol signifies a 
Falling tone that occurs only on heavy syllables including the CVː syllable type. In this report, I 
designate the vowel length with a colon, e.g. aː. 

2.1.2. Consonants 

Standard Hausa has 32 consonant phonemes listed in Table 3. 

Table 3. Hausa consonant inventory 

 Labial Palatalized 
labial 

Alveo
lar 

Palatal Velar Labialize
d velar 

Palataliz
ed velar 

Laryn
geal 

Obstr. stop voiceless   t  k kʷ  kʲ  

voiced b  d  g gʷ  gʲ   

glottolized ɓ  ɗ  ƴ ƙ ƙʷ ƙʲ  ʔ 

affr. voiceless    tʃ     

voiced    dʒ     

glottolized   ts      

fric. voiceless f fʲ s ʃ    h 

voiced   z      

Sonor.  nasal m  n      

lateral   l      

flap   ɽ       

tap/roll   r       

glide    j  w   

In this report, I replace certain Hausa scholarly transcription symbols with their phonemic 
counterparts. These symbols are denoted within angle brackets <a>, while phonemic 
transcription is provided between two slashes /a/. The following Hausa scholarly transcription 

                                                                                                                                        
synchronically recognize /ui/ as a third diphthong which appears in syllables traditionally written with a labialized 
velar onset followed by a long vowel /iː/, as in túkʷiːtʃìː ~ túkuitʃìː ‘small gift’ (Newman, p.c.). 
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symbols are represented by their corresponding phonemic equivalents: <fy> → /fʲ/, <r> → 
/ɽ/, <r>̃ → /r/, <’y> → /ƴ/, <y> → /j/, <c> → /tʃ/,  <j> → /dʒ/, <kw> → /kʷ/, 
<gw> → /gʷ/, <ƙw> → /ƙʷ/, <ky> → /kʲ/, <gy> → /gʲ/, and <ƙy> → /ƙʲ/.  

Note that sequences of identical consonants are found only across a syllable boundary, as in 
dʒábbàː ‘sleeveless robe’ → CVC.CVː.  

2.2. Prosodic units 

2.2.1. Syllable and mora 

Tone-bearing unit (TBU) in Hausa is a mora. This analysis is supported by the fact that a 
sequence of H and L tonemes can occur on a heavy syllable, namely CVː or CVC, but it cannot 
occur on a light syllable. Any type of consonant (sonorant or obstruent) is allowed in the coda 
of a CVC syllable, e.g. bêlbéːlàː ‘cattle egret’, ƙâttáː ‘huge (pl.)’, zîk ‘zipper’, gʲâffáː ‘sides’, kâr 
‘don’t’. 

Paul Newman (2000) analyses a syllable as a TBU. According to his analysis, the tone 
inventory includes three tonemes: High, Low and Falling. Each of them can be carried by one 
syllable, e.g. wàndóː ‘trousers’ and jâːɽáː ‘children’. In this report, a falling contour is analysed 
as a sequence of H and L tonemes. As it was mentioned above, falling contours occur only on 
heavy (bimoraic) syllables. The L tone of the falling contour can be a result of vowel deletion, 
as in kádà vs. kâr ‘don’t’. The L tone of the falling contour can be part of another morpheme, 
as in wàndóː ‘trousers’ + -ǹ (DEF.MSC.SG) → wàndôn ‘the trousers’, see Section 3.2. for 
more information.  

Hausa has three syllable types: CV, CVː and CVC. A CVː syllable consists of a consonantal 
onset and a nucleus that includes either a long vowel or a diphthong.  

The nasal n that occurs in Can, Cin and Cun syllables is considered to be part of a complex 
nucleus rather than part of a coda. This can be confirmed by the similarity of the 
morphophonological behaviour of an, in, un and diphthongs /ai/, /au/. For example, vowel-
initial suffixes replace the nucleus of the final syllable of the root when it is represented by a 
long vowel (1), diphthong au or ai (2) or an, in or un (3, 4), but when a word-final syllable is 
the CVC type, it remains intact (5). 

(1) táːg-oːgìː ‘windows’ (táːgàː ‘window’-PL) 

(2) kámfoː mátà ‘the hell with the underpants!’ (kámfai ‘underpants’ + -oː\H (EXCM) + mátà ‘to 
her’) 
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(3) tángar-àːjéː ‘chinawares’ (tángárán ‘chinaware’-PL)  

(4) hámsoː mátà ‘So what about fifty!’ (hàmsín ‘fifty’+-oː\H (EXCM) + mátà ‘to her’) 

(5) téːbùr-óːríː ‘tables’ (téːbùr ‘table’-PL) 

Syllable weight plays an important role in the Hausa phonology and morphology. For example, 
the form of the verbalizing suffix -ata / -aːta depends on the weight of the preceding syllable: -
ata comes after a heavy syllable, while -aːta comes after a light syllable, e.g. tsòːr-átà ‘be afraid 
(gr3)’ (<tsòːɽóː ‘fear’), fùs-áːtà ‘become angry (gr3)’ (<fúʃíː ‘anger’). Note that the tonal 
melody and the final vowel of a derived verbal form with -ata / -aːta are determined by a verb 
grade (see Jaggar 2001: 276 for more details). Some correlations between syllable weight and 
tone are also attested in Hausa. For example, disyllabic intransitive verbs of the grade 3 with 
the final vowel -a have the L-H melody when the first syllable is light and the H tonal melody 
when the first syllable is heavy, as in tùmá ‘jump’ (CV.CV) and gíɽma ‘grow up’ (CVC.CV). 

2.2.2. Foot 

Leben (1997, 2001) postulates a tonal foot that is the prosodic word of the tone assignment in 
Hausa loanwords from English. However, his study only focuses on a limited part of lexicon 
and does not clarify the question of the pertinence of foot in Hausa. In my understanding, there 
is not enough evidence to postulate existence of foot in this language. 

2.2.3. Word form and root 

Most of underived and uninflected words in Hausa consist of two, three or four syllables. 
Longer words usually contain derivational or inflectional morphemes, or are borrowed from 
Arabic. Monosyllabic words are mostly pronouns and functional morphemes (e.g. múː ‘we’, dà 
‘and/with, that’), ideophones (e.g. fát ‘very white’), there are also some verbs and nouns (e.g. 
bí ‘follow’, sâː ‘put’, jâu ‘today’, ƙʷái ‘egg’) and one adjective (dʒáː ‘red’). 

A word form can comprise: 

(i) a root, e.g. wàndóː ‘trousers’, báƙiː ‘black.SG’, bí ‘follow’; 

(ii) a root plus prefixes and/or suffixes, e.g. dʒàːkáː ‘donkey (f.)’ (dʒàːkíː ‘donkey (m.)’ + -áː 
(FEM)), wàndôn ‘the trousers’ (wàndóː ‘trousers’ + -ǹ (DEF.MSC.SG)), mádoːgaɽiː ‘prop’ 
(ma- (INSTR) + dóːgàɽáː ‘lean on’ + -íː\H (INSTR)). Note that word form can include only 
one prefix and more than one suffix, as in dàkakkúː pounded (pl)’ (dákà ‘pound’ + -
aCfCfeː\LHH (PST.PART) + -uː\LH (PL)); 
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(iii) partially and fully reduplicated roots, e.g. bùguzunzum ‘fat and ungainly (m./f.)’, 
búguzum-bùguzum ‘fat and ungainly (pl.)’, zàzzáːfáː ‘very hot’ (záːfíː ‘heat’+ reduplication 
(INT) + -áː\LHH (INT)). 

A whole word form or its part can function as a prosodic word onto which a tonal melody is 
mapped, see Sections 4.2 and 6.1.2. 

3. Tonal inventory 
3.1. Character of tonal system 
Hausa has a level-tone system that includes H and L pitch levels. 

There is a tonal contour HL which appears on heavy syllables only. 

3.2. Inventory of tonemes 
There are two tonemes in Hausa: H and L. The following criteria for determining the tonemic 
status of H can be provided: 

 The Tonal Morpheme Criterion: a H tone can be a tonal grammatical morpheme, e.g. the Plural 
marker -oːCfiː\H, see Section 7; 

 The Floating Criterion: a H tone can float, see Section 3.3; 
 The Activity Criterion: a H tone is involved into the Tonal Polarity rule, see Section 6.1.  

The following criteria for determining the tonemic status of L can be provided: 

 The Floating Criterion: a L tone can float, see Section 3.3; 
 The Activity Criterion: a L tone is involved into the Tonal Polarity rule, see Section 6.1.  

The Falling tone can be analysed as both a unitary contour included into the tonal inventory 
and as a combination of H and L, see (Newman 2000: 597). The choice of the analysis may 
depend on historical and psycholinguistic aspects of Hausa. In this report, a falling tone is 
analysed as a sequence of two tonemes, H and L. There are several arguments in favour of this 
analysis:  

 falling contours do not occur on a single TBU, viz. a mora; they are only found on heavy 
syllables (i.e., the Extensibility Criterion is not applicable); 

 the L tone of the falling contour can result from vowel deletion, as in kádà → kâr ‘don’t’; 
 falling contours is composed of levels which are available in Hausa as tonemes (i.e., the Non-

Compositionality Criterion is not applicable). 
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A falling contour can be found in a number of loanwords, e.g. ʃât ‘shirt’, tôn ‘ton’, ɽàfalîː 
‘referee’, bàːsilîn ‘vaseline’, gàrantîː ‘guarantee’. In this case, the falling contour can represent 
an adaptation of the English stress (Leben 2001, Newman 2000: 606). Finally, a falling contour 
can be historically related to a deleted segment, as in mùtûm (from mùtúmìː) ‘man, person’, 
gáùdʒíː (from gáːwùdʒíː) ‘fool, jester’.  

Tone in Hausa has a lexical and grammatical function. Lexical minimal pairs are not very 
common, e.g. wújàː ‘neck’ vs. wùjáː ‘trouble’, góːràː ‘staff, bamboo’ vs. gòːráː ‘large gourd’, 
bàːbá ‘dad’ vs. báːbà ‘mom, aunt’, kái ‘you (m.)’ vs. kâi ‘head’. There are also toneless 
morphemes, e.g. the copulae neː (MSC.SG/PL) and tʃeː (FEM.SG) that always takes a tone 
opposite to the preceding one (Sections 4.3 and 6.1.1).  

3.3. Floating tones 

Floating L and H tones are attested in Hausa.  

A floating L tone is found as part of the following morphemes: the Nominalization suffix -Lwáː, 
the proximal suffix -Lnán, and the distal suffix -Ltʃán.  

Floating L tone is always added to the preceding syllable, as in (6). Its realization depends on 
the tone and vowel length of the preceding syllable to which they are added, see Section 6.1.3. 

(6) káràntáː ‘read’ + -Lwáː (NMLZ) → káràntâːwáː ‘reading’ 

The L tone of the definite articles -ǹ (MSC.SG/PL) and -r ̀ (FEM.SG) that is traditionally 
analysed as floating by Newman (2000) and Jaggar (2001) is presented here as a linked one. 
Note that the definite article should not be confused with the Genitive linkers -n (MSC.SG/PL) 
and -r (FEM.SG) which are toneless, compare (7) and (8). 

 (7) hùːlá ‘cap’ + -r ̀(DEF.FEM.SG) → hùːlâr ‘the cap’ 

 (8) màːtáː ‘wife’ + -r (GEN.FEM.SG) + Múːsaː (proper name) + tʃeː (COP.FEM.SG) → 

màːtáːr Múːsaː tʃèː ‘It’s Musa’s wife’ 

Floating H tones are the result of their TBU deletion, as in (9) and (10). The resulting floating 
H tone links to the preceding heavy syllable which carries its lexical L tone. In this case, the 
LH tone on one heavy syllable is simplified to H, see Section 6.1.5 for more details. 

(9) tàːwá → tàwH → táu ‘mine’ 

(10) tàusajíː [tàusàjíː] → tàusajH → tàusái ‘pity’ 
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3.4. Downstep and downdrift 

Downstep is not attested in Hausa. Hausa has downdrift (Newman 2000: 612, Lindau 1986). It 
is automatically applied within one intonational phrase that commonly corresponds to one 
declarative sentence with sequences of H and L tonemes, as in (11).2  

(11) /Láːdì  táː    tàfí  kàntíː/ 

|Láːdì  táː    tàfí  kàntíː| 

 Ladi 3SG.FEM.PFV.NFOC  go  store 

‘Ladi went to the store’ 

3.5. Upstep 

Upstep is not attested in Hausa. 

3.6. Other suprasegmental features of tonemes apart from pitch 

Other suprasegmental features of tonemes apart from pitch are not attested in Hausa. 

4. Tonotactics 
4.1. Tonal span limits 

A tonal span can be a mora, a syllable or several syllables. 

The minimal size of a tonal span is a mora. For instance, the monosyllabic noun ʃât ‘shirt’ 
carries two tonemes, and its subdivision into tonal spans can be conventionally represented as 
follows: [H ʃa][L t].  

When both morae of a heavy syllable carry identical tones, it is counted as one toneme, as in 
kúdʒèːráː ‘chair’ [H ku][L dʒeː][H raː], wàhálàː ‘trouble’ [L wa][H ha][L laː] and máːlàm 
‘teacher’ [H maː][L lam]. 

A tonal span can include more than one syllable. In this case, the rule of tonal melody mapping 
from right to left within one prosodic word allows us to define the boundaries of prosodic 
words and tonal spans. Specifically: 

                                           
2 Downdrift can be suspended in polar questions. This suspension commonly takes place in the last intonational 
phrase, where the rightmost lexical H tone shifts upwards, see Newman (2000: 614) for more details. 
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 when all syllables of one prosodic word carry identical tones, this prosodic word carries a single 
toneme. For example, two H tones form one H toneme in gídaː ‘house’, see also (12, 13).  

 A sequence of identical tones at the left edge of a prosodic word also forms one toneme. For 
instance, in gáːfaràː ‘forgiveness’, the H-L tonal melody is applied from the right edge to the 
left, with the H toneme extending over the syllables fa and gaː, see (14)-(16) for more examples.  

(12) fítoː ‘come out’ (fìtá ‘go out’ + -oː\H (VEN)) [H fitoː] 

(13) táːtsuːnijoːjiː ‘riddles’ (tàːtsúːnìjáː ‘riddle’ + -oːCfiː\H (PL)) [H taːtsuːnijoːjiː] 

(14) ɽíːgunàː ‘gowns’ (ɽìːgáː ‘gown (SG)’ + -unaː\HL (PL)) [H ɽiːgu][L naː] 

(15) ɽàːnakúː ‘days’ (ɽáːnaː ‘day’ + -akiː\LH (PL)) [L ɽaːna][H kuː] 

(16) làːfijájjéː ‘healthy’ (láːfijàː ‘health’ + -aCfCfeː\LHH (ABSTR)) [L laːfi][H jaj][H jeː] 

A sequence of two identical tones at the right edge of a prosodic word is treated as two tonemes, 
as the right-to-left mapping rule cannot be applied here. For example, in the noun ʔàgóːgó 
‘watch’, the L-H-H tonal melody includes three distinct tonemes: L, H, and H, see also (16). 

One word form can include more than one tonal melody and, therefore, more than one prosodic 
word. This type of word form includes a tonally independent prefix and/or suffix. Below, I 
provide two examples, where the H-toned Agentive prefix má- or the H-toned Feminine suffix 
-áː share a common boundary with a H-toned syllable of the neighbouring morpheme. Since 
sequential H tones are part of different tonal melodies, they belong to different prosodic words 
and, therefore, to different tonal spans, for example: 

 The word dóːguwáː ‘long (f.)’ (dóːgoː ‘long (m.)’ + -áː (FEM)) has three H tones. I analyze this 
form as having two H tonemes, viz. [H doːgu][H waː], since these two morphemes do not 
interact tonally. In particular, there is no replacive melody imposed by the Feminine marker -áː 
or by the lexical H melody of dóːgoː. 3 

 máháifìjáː ‘parent (f.)’ (má- (AGT) + hàifáː ‘give birth to’ + ijaː\HLH (FEM.AGT)) includes 
four tonemes, viz. [H ma][H hai][L fi][H jaː], and máʃáːjìjáː ‘drinker (f.)’ (má- (AGT) + ʃáː 
‘drink’ + ijaː\HLH (f.)) includes four tonemes, viz. [H ma][H ʃaː][L ji][H jaː]. The grammatical 

                                           
3 Compare with the form tʃòːlóːlùwáː ‘tall and lanky (f.)’ (tʃòːlóːlòː ‘tall and lanky (m.)’ + -áː (f.)), which contains 
four tonemes (L, H, L, and H) and two tonal melodies (L-H-L and H). Both morphemes preserve their lexical 
melodies. 
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tonal melody connected to the suffix -ijaː\HLH replaces the lexical tone of hàifáː ‘give birth to’ 
and ʃáː ‘drink’ without extending onto the prefix má-.4 

4.2. Tonal melodies 
Hausa has a number of lexical or grammatical tonal melodies. For example, the noun tʃòːlóːlòː 
‘tall and lanky (m.)’ carries the L-H-L lexical tonal melody, while the plural form of the noun 
ɽíːgunàː ‘gowns’ carries the H-L grammatical tonal melody associated with the plural suffix -
unaː\HL that replaces the L-H lexical tonal pattern of the singular form ɽìːgáː ‘gown’. 

Tonal melodies are mapped onto a prosodic word. A prosodic word is a word form without the 
agentive prefix má-,5 the gentile prefix bà-, Feminine suffixes -áː6 and -nìjáː, the nominalization 
suffix -Lwáː, the proximal suffix -Lnán, the distal suffix -Ltʃán, and the definite articles -ǹ 
(MSC.SG/PL) and -r ̀ (FEM.SG) which are therefore analysed as separate prosodic words.7 For 
example, the adjective tʃòːlóːlùwáː ‘tall and lanky (f.)’ includes two prosodic words tʃòːlóːlòː ‘tall 
and lanky (m.)’ and the Feminine suffix -áː and, therefore, two tonal melodies L-H-L and H.  

Tone mapping is the process of a tonal melody assignment to a prosodic word. A tonal melody 
is mapped from right to left onto a prosodic word, e.g. rùgumníjáː ‘rumbling noise’ (rùgum 
‘noise of something rumbling’ + nijaː\LHH (for forming ideophonic sounds)). When the 
number of tonemes in a tonal melody and the number of syllables in a prosodic word do not 
match, different tonal processes take place, see Section 6.1.2.  

Tonal melodies can include from one to four tonemes, e.g. H in ʃáː ‘drink’, H-L in jáːɽòː ‘boy’, 
L-H-L in gùdúmàː ‘hammer’, and H-L-H-H of the plural suffix -eːCfaniː\HLHH in gárèːmáníː 
‘large hoes’. All lexical and grammatical tonal melodies are listed in Table 4. Note that lexical 
tonal melodies are similar to grammatical tonal melodies. 

                                           
4 Compare these two examples with corresponding masculine Agentive forms máhàifíː ‘parent (m.)’ (má- (AGT) 
+ hàifáː ‘give birth to’ + -iː\LH (MSC.AGT)) and máʃàːjíː ‘drinker (m.)’ (má- (AGT) + ʃáː ‘drink’ + -iː\LH 
(MSC.AGT), where the intial L tone of -iː\LH does not spread on the Agentive prefix má- either. 
5 Unlike the agentive prefix má-. the intrumental prefix ma- and the locative prefix ma- are included into the 
following prosodic word, e.g. másallaːtʃiː ‘mosque’ (ma- (LOC) + sàllátàː ‘perform prayer’ + iː\H (MSC.LOC)), 
màsallaːtái ‘mosques’ (ma- (LOC) + sàllátàː ‘perform prayer’ + ai\LH (PL)). 
6 Note that the Feminine suffix -áː can form one prosodic word with the preceding morpheme. This takes place in 
agentive, locative and gentile nouns formed by prefixes má-, ma- and bà-, e.g. máƙeːɽaː ‘smithy’ (ma- (LOC) + 
ƙéːɽàː ‘forge’ + -aː\H (FEM.LOC)). 
7 Prefixes and suffixes that form a separate prosodic word can also be considered clitics rather than affixes. 
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Table 4. Tonal melodies 

Lexical tonal melodies Grammatical tonal melodies 

H H 

L L 

H-L H-L 

L-H L-H 

H-L-H H-L-H 

L-H-L L-H-L 

L-H-H L-H-H 

H-L-L H-L-L 

 H-L-H-H 

More details on different lexical or grammatical tonal melodies are provided in Sections 4.2.1 
and 4.2.2. The distribution of sequences of tonemes on one syllable is discussed in Section 
4.2.3. Some melodies can also have two variants depending on the number of syllables within a 
prosodic word, see Section 4.2.4. 

4.2.1. Lexical tonal melodies 

A lexical tonal melody can include one, two or three tonemes, viz. H, L, H-L, L-H, H-L-H, L-
H-L, L-H-H, and H-L-L, see Table 4. Sections 4.2.1.1 and 4.2.1.2 focuses on lexical tonal 
melodies on monosyllabic and polysyllabic prosodic words.  

4.2.1.1. Tone melodies on monosyllabic prosodic words 

Monosyllabic prosodic words can carry the H, L, or H-L tonal melody. Functional morphemes 
can carry H or L, e.g. dà ‘with, and’, tá ‘via’. If represented by a heavy syllable, it can also 
carry the H-L melody, e.g. zâː (Allative marker). Pronouns can carry H or L, e.g. -tà 
(3SG.FEM.POSS), tá (strong pronoun of 3SG.FEM.DO). Ideophones frequently carry H, but L 
and H-L are also found, e.g. fés ‘very (clean)’, sùm ‘describes an outburst of a bad smell’, bîf 
‘sound of heavy object falling’. Monosyllabic verbs are commonly H-toned, e.g. ʃáː ‘drink’. 
These H-toned verbs originally have a monosyllabic form. However, the H-L melody on a 
monosyllabic verb is also found, e.g. sâː ‘put’. These verbs have a reduced disyllabic form, e.g. 
tʃêː ‘say’ (͏͏͏͏from tʃánèː). Most monosyllabic nouns are represented by heavy syllables with the 
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H-L melody, e.g. wâː ‘elder brother’. Only a few nouns carry either the H or L melody, e.g. ɗáː 
‘son’, sàu ‘times’.  
4.2.1.2. Tonal melodies on polysyllabic prosodic words 

Underived polysyllabic prosodic words can carry the following tonal melodies: H, L, H-L, L-H, 
H-L-H, L-H-L, L-H-H, and H-L-L, e.g. ɽáːnaː ‘day’, dàlala ‘in a slimy manner, viscously’, 
gáːfaràː ‘forgiveness’, màːtáː ‘wife’, hánkàlíː ‘intelligence’, gùdúmàː ‘hammer’, ʔàgóːgó ‘watch’, 
ʔásfìrìn ‘aspirin’.8 

Tonal melodies may have specific distributional properties:  

 The L melody on disyllabic and trisyllabic underived prosodic words is infrequent, e.g. ʃèːla 
‘proclamation’, ʔàdudu ‘large lidded woven basket’. It is commonly found on partially 
reduplicated words, e.g. gàːdʒaːdʒaː ‘filthy’, dàlala ‘in a slimy manner, viscously’. 

 The H melody on trisyllabic underived prosodic words occurs only on partially reduplicated 
words, e.g. dánana ‘very oily’, bíɽbiɽiː ‘Bruce’s fruit pigeon’. 

 The L-H melody is infrequent on trisyllabic underived prosodic words, e.g. tàfasáː ‘a senna 
plant’.  

 The melody H-L-L is also relatively uncommon, e.g. tʃíròːmà ‘traditional title, prince’. This 
melody is commonly found on loanwords, e.g. ʔásfìrìn ‘aspirin’.  

In addition, Hausa also has female nouns whose final H-toned vowel is related to the feminine 
suffix -áː, e.g. tàːtsúːnìjáː ‘riddle’, tsáːmijáː ‘tamarind’, ʔámarjáː ‘bride’. Even though these 
nouns are not considered as synchronically derived from a root and the feminine suffix -áː, I 
will analyse the final H-toned vowel as a separate tonal melody.  

4.2.2. Grammatical tonal melodies 

Grammatical tonal melodies can include from one to four tonemes: H, L, H-L, L-H, H-L-H, L-
H-L, L-H-H, H-L-L, and H-L-H-H, see Table 4. Most of grammatical melodies are associated 
with grammatical segmental morphemes, e.g. the suffix that creates abstract nouns -aCfCfeː is 
connected with the L-H-H melody, while the plural suffix -akiː\HLHH is connected with the H-
L-H-H melody, see Examples (17) and (18) and Section 7. 
(17) làːfijájjéː ‘healthy’ (láːfijàː ‘health’ + -aCfCfeː\LHH (ABSTR)) 

(18) káːjàjjákíː ‘loads’ (káːjaː ‘load’ + reduplication + -akiː\HLHH (PL)) 

                                           
8 The distribution of tonal melodies is not influenced by the syllable wight or other segmental characteristics of a 
prosodic word. 
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There is also at least one tonal melody that is not associated with any segmental morpheme and 
represents therefore purely tonal morphemes, viz. the imperative melody \LH, as in (19) and (20). 

(19) bàɽí ‘Leave!’ (báɽì ‘leave’ + \LH (IMP)) 

(20) kàrantáː ‘Read (it)!’ (káràntáː ‘read’ + \LH (IMP)) 

Jaggar (2001: 98) and Newman (2000: 368) postulate the abstract suffix -eːCfeːnijaː\LHHLH 
whose melody includes five tonemes L-H-H-L-H. I analyse this segmental sequence as two 
suffixes, namely the abstract suffix -eːCfeː\LHH and the feminine suffix -nìjáː, as in (21) and 
(22). Thus, the abstract nouns derived according to this model consist of two prosodic words 
and, therefore, carry two tonal melodies: LHH and LH. 

(21) jàːrdʒéːdʒéːnìːjáː ‘agreement’ (jàrdá ‘agree’ + -eːCfeː\LHH (ABSTR) + -nìjáː (FEM)) 

(22) tʃùːɗéːɗéːnìjáː ‘rubbing up against and pushing one other’ (tʃùːɗáː ‘knead’+ -eːCfeː\LHH 
(ABSTR) + -nìjáː (FEM)) 

4.2.3. Two tonemes on one syllable 

On the surface level, Hausa does not allow sequences of L and H on one syllable. If L and H 
happen to be mapped on one syllable, this sequence is simplified either to H or to L, see 
Section 6.1.5 for more information. 

Sequences of H and L on one heavy syllable are widely attested in Hausa. The sequence of HL 
is found on: 

- monosyllabic prosodic words, e.g. wâː ‘elder brother’. HL occur in loanwords ʃât ‘shirt’, tôn 
‘ton’ as an adaptation of the English stress; 

- on the last syllable of polysyllabic prosodic words: (i) due to segment deletion, e.g. mùtûm 
(from mùtúmìː) ‘man, person’, (ii) in loanwords as an adaptation of the English stress, e.g. 
bàːsilîn ‘vaseline’, gàrantîː ‘guarantee’; 

- on the first syllable of polysyllabic prosodic words due to segment deletion, e.g. gáùdʒíː (from 
gáːwùdʒíː) ‘fool, jester’, mântáː ‘forget’ (historically trisyllabic form). 

The sequence HL does not occur in the middle of a prosodic word. However, it can occur 
within one word form with multiple prosodic words, e.g. káràntâːwáː ‘reading’ (káràntáː ‘read’ 
+ -Lwáː (NMLZ)). 
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4.2.4. Tonal melodies variants 

Hausa verbs are classified into eight lexico-derivative classes (or Grades). Grades 1, 2, and 3 
are characterized by specific tone melodies of their verbs. In each Grade, the tonal melody has 
two variants depending on the number of syllables within a verb form. Thus, verbs of Grade 1 
carry either a HL or HLH variant. The disyllabic Grade 1 verb gʲáːɽàː ‘repair’ has a HL melody, 
while the trisyllabic Grade 1 verb kámmàláː has a HLH melody. The HL melody can be 
replaced by the HLH melody when a trisyllabic verb is derived from a disyllabic one (and 
maintains the tonal melody). For example, it is observed in the case of pluractional 
reduplication. More information on tonal melody alternation is provided in Section 6.1.2.4. 

4.3. Toneless syllables 

In Hausa toneless syllables are represented  

- by the copulae neː (SG.MSC/PL) and tʃeː (SG.FEM), see Section 6.1.1 

- by weak object pronouns, see §6.1.1. 9 

The toneless syllables remain extratonal on the surface, they are not included into tonal spans. 
The toneless syllables take the tone opposite to the preceding tone. 

4.4. Tonal phrases 

A tonal phrase in Hausa is a fully reduplicated word form. Each part of reduplicated word  has 
its own melody, viz. L-H, H-L, H-H, L-L, L-L or LH-LH, as in (21).  
(23) ƙíriː-ƙìriː ‘brazenly’, bàgaː-bágaː ‘floundering’, bádʒa-bádʒa ‘disorganized’, bùjaː-bùjaː 

‘movement with a big gown’, ɗágwàm-ɗágwàm ‘incessantly’, tìnkís-tìnkís ‘hurrying along 
straight’ 

5. Stress and tone 
5.1. Culminativity 

Hausa tone is not culminative.  

                                           
9 The Feminine marker -aː is traditionally analysed as toneless. In this report, I analize the Feminine suffix -áː as 
H-toned when it formes feminine nouns and adjectives from their masculine counterparts. In locative nouns, the 
Feminine suffix -aː has an associated H tonal melody, e.g. mákaɽantaː ‘school’ (ma- (LOC) + káɽàntáː 'read' + -
aː\H (FEM.LOC)). There is also a small group of nouns that end in a L-toned /aː/, e.g. kíbijàː ‘arrow’, ƙúrwàː 
‘beetle’. However, these feminine forms are no longer segmentable into a root and the Feminine marker -aː.  
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5.2. Stress 

Hausa has no stress. 

5.3. Positional prominence 

Hausa does not have positional prominence. 

5.4. Obligatoriness of tone 
A word form in Hausa bears at least one toneme. 

6. Tonal and segmental rules 
6.1. Tonal rules 

6.1.1. Tonal polarity 

The toneless copulae neː (SG.MSC/PL) and tʃeː (SG.FEM) take the tone opposite to the 
preceding one, as in (24) and (25). The tone of a copula is not considered as a toneme, since it 
is predicted by the tonal polarity rule. 
(24)  ɽìːgáː tʃèː ‘It’s a gown’  

(25) móːtàː tʃéː ‘It’s a car’ 

Hausa also has strong and weak object pronouns. Strong object pronouns are always H-toned and 
can be found after a verb with a final H or L tone, as in (26) and (27). Weak object pronouns 
always surface a L tone, only occuring after a verb with a final H tone. Therefore, weak object 
pronouns can be considered toneless, even though they never surface a H tone, see (28). 

(26) náː dúːbàː ʃí ‘I looked at it’ (náː 1SG.PFV.NFOC + dúːbàː ‘look’ + ʃí 3SG.MSC) 

(27) náː káràntáː ʃí ‘I read it’ (náː 1SG.PFV.NFOC + káràntáː ‘read’ + ʃí 3SG.MSC) 

(28) náː tàmbajéː sù ‘I asked them’ (náː 1SG.PFV.NFOC + tàmbajéː ‘read.ACC’ + su 3PL) 

6.1.2. Rules of tone mapping  

6.1.2.1. General remarks 

Tone mapping is the process of a tonal melody assignment to a prosodic word. A tonal melody 
is assigned from right to left. By default, one toneme of a tonal melody is assigned to one 
syllable of a prosodic word. For example, the imperative LH melody is assigned to the verb 
form táːʃì ‘get up’ in (29), while the HLH melody of the Plural suffix -aːCeː is assigned to the 
form báƙàːƙéː in (30). However, the number of syllables within a prosodic word may not match 
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with the number of tonemes within a tonal melody. These cases are discussed in the following 
sections.  

(29)  /tàːʃí/ 

|táːʃì-\LH| 

get_up-IMP 

‘Get up!’ 

(30)  /báƙàːƙéː/  

|báƙiː-aːCeː\HLH| 

black.SG-PL 

‘black (pl.)’ 

Tonal melody is mapped within a prosodic word. The prosodic word is a word form that does 
not include the agentive prefix má-, the gentile prefix bà-, Feminine suffixes -áː and -nìjáː, the 
nominalization suffix -Lwáː, the proximal suffix -Lnán, the distal suffix -Ltʃán, and the definite 
articles -ǹ (MSC.SG/PL) and -r ̀(FEM.SG) which constitute separate prosodic words. The word 
form in (31) contains two prosodic words that carry two melodies, H and L-H. In (32), the 
word form includes two prosodic words with H-L-H and L-H tonal melodies. The word form in 
(33) is one prosodic word, as it does not include any tonally independent morpheme. 

(31) /sáɽaunìjá/ 

|sáɽkiː-nìjáː| 

king-FEM 

‘queen’ 

(32) /táttàunâːwáː/ 

 |táttàunáː-Lwáː| 

 discuss-NMLZ 

‘discussing’ 

(33) /táːgoːgiː/ 

|táːgàː-oːCfiː\H| 

window.SG-PL 

‘windows’ 
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Tonal melody mapping can be accompanied by different processes, viz. tonal melody shift 
(Section 6.1.2.3), tonal melody replacement (Section 6.1.2.4), tonal melody alternation (Section 
6.1.2.5), toneme extension (Section 6.1.2.6), contour tone formation (Section 6.1.2.7) and 
toneme deletion (Section 6.1.2.8). Tonal melody alternation, toneme extension, contour tone 
formation and toneme deletion take place when there are differences between the number of 
syllable within a prosodic word and the number of tonemes within a tonal melody.  

6.1.2.2. Tonal melody shift 

When a prosodic word is expanded, its tonal melody is re-assigned to that expanded word from 
right to left. The expansion of a prosodic word occurs in the Imperative construction when 
object pronouns integrate into the preceding verb form: the Imperative tonal melody L-H is 
mapped onto a verb root and the following object pronoun (34). 
(34) màːɽeː́ ‘slap’ + \LH (IMP) + -tà (3SG.FEM) →  

màːɽeː́ ‘slap’ + -tà (3SG.FEM) + \LH (IMP) → màːɽeːtá ‘Slap her!’ 

6.1.2.3. Tonal melody replacement  

Hausa has a number of morphemes whose tonal melody can replace another tonal melody. 
These morphemes (i) can be purely tonal (35) or (ii) can have both segmental and tonal 
components (36).  
(35)  /tàːʃí/ 

|táːʃì-\LH| 

get_up-IMP 

‘Get up!’ 

(36)  /báƙàːƙéː/  

|báƙiː-aːCeː\HLH| 

black.SG-PL 

‘black (pl.)’ 

A grammatical tonal melody replaces a lexical melody, as in (37) and (38). If there is more 
than one grammatical melody, the most recent one replaces the preceding one. 
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(37) /dàkákkéː/ 

|dákà-aCfCfeː\LHH| 

pound-PST.PART 

‘pounded (sg)’ 

 (38) /dàkakkúː/ 

|dákà-aCfCfeː\LHH-uː\LH| 

pound-PST.PART-PL 

‘pounded (pl)’ 

6.1.2.4. Tonal melody alternation 

Each verb class, so called verb Grade, has its own tonal melody (Section 8). Some of these 
melodies can have two variants depending on the number of syllables in the verb form. For 
example, disyllabic verbs of Grade 2 have a LH melody, as in sàjáː ‘buy’, while trisyllabic 
verbs of the same grade have a LHL melody, as in tàimákàː ‘help’. When a trisyllabic Grade 2 
verb is derived from disyllabic one, it carries the LHL melody. This takes place in the 
pluractional form of verbs that are formed through the partial reduplication, e.g. the disyllabic 
Grade 2 verb nèːmáː ‘look for’ whose LH melody changes to LHL in the pluractional form 
nànnéːmàː ‘look for repeatedly’.  
6.1.2.5. Toneme extension 

Tonal melody extends from right to left. Toneme extension takes place when the number of 
syllables within one prosodic word exceeds the number of tonemes in a tonal melody. In this 
case, the initial toneme of the melody extends from right to left of a prosodic word. For 
example, pluractional verbs are formed by reduplication of the first part of a trisyllabic verb 
root. In this case, the initial tone of the verb melody spreads from right to left onto the 
reduplicated syllable, as in (39) and (40).  

(39) káràntáː ‘read’ → kákkaràntáː ‘read repeatedly’ 

(40) tàmbájàː ‘question’ → tàntambájàː ‘question repeatedly’ 

A replacive tonal melody also spreads from right to left. In example (41), the replacive melody 
of the Ventive marker -oː consists of a H toneme. This H toneme is assigned to the last syllable 
of the verb and extends to the first syllable erasing its lexical L toneme. 
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(41)  /fítoː/ 

|fìtá-oː\H| 

go out-VEN 

‘come out’ 

In example (42), the final L toneme of the replacive tonal melody H-L docks to the last syllable 
of the prosodic word, while the initial H toneme is assigned to the penultimate syllable of the 
prosodic word, then extends to its first syllable.  

(42) /ɽíːgunàː/ 

|ɽìːgáː-unaː\HL| 

gown.SG-PL 

‘gowns’ 

In example (43), the two final H tonemes are assigned to two last syllables, while the first L 
toneme is assigned to the third syllable from the end and extends to the forth syllable from the 
end of the prosodic word. 

(43) /làːfijájjéː/ 

|láːfijàː-aCfCfeː\LHH| 

health-ABSTR 

‘healthy’ 

6.1.2.6. Contour tone formation 

When the number of tonemes in a tonal melody exceeds the number of syllables in a prosodic 
word, the first and second tonemes of the melody are mapped onto the first syllable of the 
prosodic word if this syllable is heavy, as in (44). 
(44) /zôbbáː/ 

|zóːbèː-CfCfaː\HLH| 

ring-PL  

‘rings’ 

6.1.2.7. Toneme deletion 

If the initial syllable is light, it cannot host two tonemes of a melody. Thus, the first toneme of 
the melody is deleted (45).  
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(45) /tʃí/ 

|tʃí-\LH| 

eat-IMP 

‘Eat!’ 

6.1.3. Floating tone attachment 

Floating L tone is always added to the preceding syllable. Its realization varies depending on 
the preceding tone and the vowel length of the preceding syllable. When the root-final vowel to 
which the floating L tone is attached is short, this floating L tone is deleted, as in (46). 

(46) ʔàukú ‘happen’ + -Lwáː (NMLZ) → ʔàukúwáː ‘occurrence’ 

When the root-final long vowel carries L or a sequence of H and L, the floating L tone is 
deleted, see (47) and (48). 

(47) ɽúfèː ‘close’ + -Lwáː (NMLZ) → ɽúfèːwáː ‘closing’ 

(48) tʃêː ‘say’ + -Lwáː (NMLZ) → tʃêːwá ‘saying’ 

When the root-final long vowel carries a H tone, the floating L tone gets linked, as in (49) and (50). 

(49) káràntáː ‘read’ + -Lwáː (NMLZ) → káràntâːwáː ‘reading’ 

(50) ɓúlloː ‘appear’ + -Lwáː (NMLZ) → ɓúllôːwáː ‘appearance’ [H ɓullo][L o][H waː] 

6.1.4. Toneme deletion 

A toneme can be deleted when its segmental carrier is deleted, as in (51) - (53). This toneme 
deletion is lexically determined, i.e. it takes place in specific lexemes.  

(51)  ƙásà ~ ƙás (not *ƙâs) ‘on the ground’  

(52)  máɽàʃín → máɽàs ‘lacking in’  

(53) Háruːnà → Háruː (proper name)  

6.1.5. LH contour simplification 

Hausa does not have a rising contour on one syllable at the surface level. To avoid the 
realization of a LH sequence on one syllable, one of the two rules is applied: (i) the sequence 
of L and H becomes L if the preceding tone within the same word form is H, as in (54), and 
(ii) the sequence of L and H becomes H elsewhere, as in (55) and (56). LH contour 
simplification can be found in two cases: (i) two words are fused into one and (ii) when a 
segment is deleted while its H tone is retained and docks onto the preceding L-toned segment. 
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(54)  múkà jí → múkài ‘we did’  

(55)  tàːwá → táu ‘mine’  

(56) dòːmín → dón ‘because’ 

6.1.6. L toneme deletion 

When the relativizer dà gets integrated into the preceding prosodic word, the sequence of HL 
on the preceding syllable becomes H, as in (57) and (58). If there is a pause before the 
relativizer dà, the sequence of HL on the preceding syllable is preserved. Both realizations are 
in free variation. 
(57) gídaː ‘house’ + ǹ DEF.MSC.SG + dà ‘that’ → gídandà ~ gídân # dà ‘the house that…’ 

       [H gidan][L da] ~ [H gida][L n][L da] 

(58) ɽìːgáː ‘gown’ + r ̀DEF.FEM.SG + dà ‘that’ → ɽìːgárdà ~ ɽìːgâr # dà ‘the gown that…’ 

6.1.7. L tonal melody on the initial element of a noun phrase 

In a number of compounds and noun phrases with titles borrowed from English, the initial 
element carries the L-toned melody, as in (59) - (61). The first L-toned element in compounds 
is typically a verb, however, a noun can be also found in this position. Note that the final vowel 
of the second element in compounds is commonly short.  

(59) ɽìgaː káfì ‘prevention’ (ɽígaː ‘precede’ + káfìː ‘securing’) 

(60) gàːʃin bàːkí ‘moustache’ (gáːʃìː ‘hair’ + -n GEN + bàːkíː ‘mouth’) 

(61) Dòktaː Báːdʒìrí ‘Dr. Bargery’ (compare with dóktàː ‘doctor’) 

The replacement of the lexical tonal melody of the initial element of a compound or a title 
noun phrase into the L tonal melody may point at the greater degree of formal integration of 
the noun phrase and compound elements, for example, by means of clitization of the initial 
element to the following noun, as suggested by Newman for title names (p.c.). 

6.1.8. The rule of L tone raising 

The rule of L tone raising postulates that word-final sequence of two L tones changes to LH if 
the final vowel is long, as demonstrated in (62). This rule was first mentioned by Leben (1971).  

(62) ʃúːɗìː ‘blue (m.)’ + -aː FEM → ʃúːɗìjàː (the feminine marker copies the L tone of the preceding 
TBU) → ʃúːɗìjáː ‘blue (f)’ (final L-L change to L-H) 
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This rule has been a subject of discussion. One view is that this rule likely operated in the past 
and lacks strong evidence of its synchronic productivity (Newman & Jaggar 1989, Newman 
2000: 611). Other view suggests that L tone raising “has never been a phonological rule. 
Rather, its origin is in a morphologically conditioned process which has left its mark in a 
(nearly) absolute condition on the lexical prosody of words. This condition remains a valid 
generalization about modern Hausa” (Schuh 1989: 261).  

6.2. Segmental rules  

6.2.1. Superheavy syllable avoiding 

When the definite marker -ǹ appears after a long vowel, this long vowel becomes short, as in 
(63) and (64), and when it appears after a diphthong the final element of the diphthong is 
deleted, as in (65). 

(63) wàndóː ‘trousers’ + -ǹ (DEF.MSC.SG) → wàndôn ‘the trousers’ 

(64) sâː ‘bull’ + -ǹ (DEF.MSC.SG) → sân ‘the bull’ 

(65) mâi ‘oil’ + -ǹ (DEF.MSC.SG) → mân ‘the oil’ 

6.2.2. Syllable nucleus deletion 

Vowel-initial suffixes delete the nucleus of the final syllable of a root, as in (66) and (67). This 
nucleus can be of a monophthong or a diphthong. 
(66) táːg-oːgiː (táːgàː ‘window.SG’-PL) 

(67) mílij-oːjiː (mílijàn ‘million.SG’-PL) 

6.2.3. Contraction 

There are cases when a pronoun is suffixed to the preceding word form. In this case, the tone is 
usually (but not always) preserved, e.g. zân ~ záː nì (1SG.FUT) and (68).  

(68) a. /ɽânkà     jà    dáɗèː/ 

  |ɽâi-n-kà    jà    dáɗèː| 

  life-GEN.SG.MSC-2SG.MSC  3SG.MSC.SBJV last_long_time 

 

b. /ɽânkài       dáɗèː/ 

  |ɽâi-n-kà-jà      dáɗèː| 

  life-GEN.SG.MSC-2SG.MSC-3SG.MSC.SBJV last_long_time 
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‘May your life be lengthened.’ 

7. Grammatical tones 
Hausa has a tonal morpheme that has no segmental exponent, viz. imperative verb forms with a 
LH melody, as in (18), (24), (29), (40). In addition, Hausa has tonal morphemes that are 
combined with segmental exponents. They are the following: 

- all nominal and adjectival plural affixes, e.g. noun root + -aːCeː\HLH, see (30); noun root + 
-aːCfaː\HLH; noun root + -CfCfaː\HLH, see (44); noun root + -aːCfuː\HLH; noun root + -
oːCfiː\H, see (13) and (33); noun root + -aːCfiː\H; noun root + -uCaː\HL, see (14); noun root 
+ -uCfaː\HL; noun root -akiː\LH or -a(i)kuː\LH, see (15); partially reduplicated noun root + -
akiː\HLHH, see (18), noun root + -anniː\LH; noun root + -eːCfaniː\HLHH; noun root + -
eːC3aCfiː\HLHH, noun root + -iː\LH; noun root + -uː\LH, see (38); noun root + -uː\H, see 
(69); noun root + -ai\LH; noun root +  -aː\H; noun root +  -aːwaː\LH or -aːwaː\H, fully 
reduplicated noun root + -e\LH, see (70). 

(69) jáːtsuː ‘fingers’ (jáːtsàː ‘finger’ + -uː\H (PL)) 

(70) gìn-é gìn-é ‘buildings’ (gínìː ‘building’ + -e\LH (PL)) 

- nominal derivative suffixes, e.g. noun/adjective/adverb root + -(VN)taka\LHL (abstract nouns); 
noun/adjective/adverb root + -(an)tʃiː\H (abstract nouns), see (71); noun/adjective/adverb root + 
-(Vn)tʃiː\HL (abstract nouns); verb root +-ajjaː\LHL (nouns of mutuality and reciprocity); verb 
root + -eːCfeː\LHH + nijaː FEM (nouns of mutuality and reciprocity), see (21) and (22); verb 
root + -au\LH (nouns of human personality traits and habits), see (72); verb root + -e\H (names 
of games and contests), see (73); ideophone root (not always attested separately) + -nijaː\LHH 
(ideophonic sound and movement nouns), see (74). 

(71) jáwantʃiː ‘majority’ (jáwàː ‘abundance’ + -(an)tʃiː\H) 

(72) màntáu ‘forgetful person’ (mântáː ‘forget’ + -au\LH) 

(73) tsállake ‘jumping game’ (tsállàkáː ‘jump over’ + -e\H) 

(74) rùgumníjáː ‘rumbling noise’ (rùgum ‘noise of something rumbling’ + nijaː\LHH) 

- nominal derivative suffixes with prefixes: má- + verb root + -iː\LH (agentive masculine 
singular nouns); má- + verb root + -ijaː\HLH (agentive feminine singular nouns); má- + verb 
root + -aː\LH (agentive plural nouns); ma- + verb root + -iː\H (instrumental masculine 
singular nouns); ma- + verb root + -ai\LH (instrumental plural nouns); ma- + verb root + -
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aː\H (locative feminine singular nouns), see (75); ma- + verb root + -iː\H (locative masculine 
singular nouns); ma- + verb root + -ai\LH (locative plural nouns). 

(75) mátʃijaː ‘small roadside place (for snacks)’ (ma- (LOC) + tʃí ‘eat’ + -aː\H (FEM.LOC)) 

- adjectival derivative suffixes, e.g. verb root + -aCfCfeː\LHH (masculine singular past 
participle adjectives); verb root + -aCfCfeː\LHH (masculine singular past participle adjectives); 
verb root + -aCfCfi\LHH + -áː FEM (feminine singular past participle adjectives); verb root 
+ -aCfCfu\LH (plural past participle adjectives); partially reduplicated verb root + -aː\LHH 
(intensive sensory adjectives), as in (76), (16) and (37). 

(76) bìjájjíjáː ‘disciplined (f.)’ (bí ‘follow’ + -aCfCfi\LHH (PST.PART) + -áː (FEM)) 

- verbal derivative suffixes, e.g. verb root + -oː\H (ventive verbs), verb root + -a\HL or \HLH 
(applicative verbs), verb root + -e\HL or \HLH (Totality-Conclusive verbs), as in (77) and (12). 

(77) sájèː ‘buy up/all’ (sàjáː ‘buy’ + eː\HL (APPL)) 

- object suffixes, e.g. verb root + -ar\H (indirect object suffix), see (78); verb root + -eː\LH 
(pronominal direct object suffix); verb root + -i\LH (nominal direct object suffix). 

(78) sájar ‘buy’ (sàjáː ‘buy’ + -ar\H) 

- exclamations of contempt/dismissiveness: noun/verb/adverb/pronoun/ideophone/quantifier 
root + -o:\H (+mátà ‘to her’), as in (79). 

(79) kámfoː mátà ‘the hell with the underpants!’ (kámfai ‘underpants’+-oː\H + mátà ‘to her’) 

- forming converbs, e.g. verb root + -e\LH (deverbal adverbial statives), as in (80) and (81). 

(80) dàfé ‘cooked’ (dáfàː ‘cook’ + -e\LH (CONV)) 

(81) à ʔàikatʃé ‘in practice’ (à ‘in’ + ʔáikìː ‘work (n.)’ + -àtáː (verbalizer) + -e\LH (CONV)) 

8. Tonal classes of words 
Finite verbs in Hausa are subdivided into eight classes. In Hausa studies they are labelled as 
Grades, from Grade 0 to Grade 7. This distinction is based on phonological features of verbs, 
namely, their tonal melody and their final vowel, as outlined in Table 5. In addition, these 
classes have specific semantic and syntactic correlates, e.g. all verbs of Grade 5 are transitive 
and express the efferential meaning (see Jaggar 2001: 214). 

Note that the phonological features in Table 5 are given for verbs in their A (citation) form. 
This form implies that a verb is not followed by any object.  
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Table 5. Verb grades for Form A 

Grade 
number 

Tonal 
melody(s) 

Final vowel(s) Example 

Grade 0 H -í or -á jí ‘do’ 

Grade 1 HL or HLH -áː or -àː (root-final vowel) 

-aː (Applicative) 

gʲáːɽàː ‘repair’ 

dʒéːfàː ‘throw on’ 

Grade 2 LH or LHL -áː or -àː (root-final vowel) 

-aː (Partitive) 

sàjáː ‘buy’ 

àìkátàː ‘partly finish’ 

Grade 3 LH or LHL 

HH 

HL 

-á or -à (root-final vowel) 

-a (root final vowel)  

-i, -a, -u (root final vowel) 

nùká ‘become ripe’ 

túːbá ‘repent’ 

fáːɗì ‘fall’ 

Grade 4 HL or HLH -eː (Totality-Conclusive) kámmàléː ‘finish up’ 

Grade 5 H -ar (Efferential) áuɽár ‘marry off’ 

Grade 6 H -oː (Ventive-Centripetal) kóːmóː ‘come back’ 

Grade 7 LH -u (Affected-subject) ʃìnfiɗú ‘be well spread out’ 

A tonal melody on verbs belonging to one grade varies depending on the number of syllables, 
e.g Grade 2 verbs sàjáː ‘buy’ (LH) and tàimákàː ‘help’ (LHL), see 6.1.2.4. The final vowel can 
be part of a root, as in gʲáːɽàː ‘repair’, or it can be a derivative morpheme, as in dʒéːfàː ‘throw 
on’ (dʒèːfáː ‘throw at’ + -àː\HL (APPL)).   

In addition, verb classes take different forms depending on the type of object it is followed by, 
viz. pronominal direct object (form B), nominal direct object (form C) and indirect object (form 
D). For example, A-forms of Grade 1 have the HL / HLH melody and the final vowel -aː. 
When they are followed by a nominal direct object (form C), they are used with the suffix -a 
that assigns the replacive grammatical tonal melody HL or HLL (depending on the number of 
syllables), e.g. kámmàláː ‘complete’ (Grade 1, form A) and kámmàlà ‘complete (something)’ 
(Grade 1, form C). A similar situation occurs with verbs of Grade 2, which have the tonal 
melody LH / LHL and the final vowel -aː in the form A and the suffix -i\LH in form C, e.g. 
tàmbájàː ‘ask’ and tàmbají ‘ask (someone)’. 
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9. Diachrony of tones 
A discussion on the diachrony of tones in Hausa can be found in (Newman 2022). 

10. Tonal notation  
In practical orthographies, both in Nigeria and in Niger, tonal notation is lacking. In scientific 
description on Hausa, authors commonly use an orthography where long vowels are indicated 
by a macron (e.g. sūnā ‘name’), low tone is indicated by a grave accent, e.g. màtʃe ‘woman’. 
Falling tone is designated by a circumflex, e.g. mântā ‘forget’. When a falling tone occurs on 
an open syllable, a circumflex indicates falling tone and vowel length, e.g. sû ‘fishing’. High 
tone is left unmarked, e.g. ido ‘in the eye’, sūnā ‘name’, ɽa g̀ō ‘ram’, fuska  ̀ ‘face’ (Newman 
2000: 3).  

In this report, I use the following symbols and diacritics: a long vowel is marked as /aː/, a H 
tone by an acute accent, e.g. /á/, /áː/ or /ái/; a L tone by a gravis, e.g. /à/, /àː/ or /ài/; a sequence 
of H and L by a circumflex, e.g. /âː/ or /âi/. A tonal diacritic is given only on the first vowel of 
a tonal span. 

11. Annotated text 1 
This text is on Hausa of Zaria published by Bernard Caron in the CorpOrAn archive (Caron 
2013). Speakers are Fatima Idriss and Hadiza Yakubu. The translation of the text was 
conducted by Marvellous S. Davan.  

Below is a fragment of this text, where I have adapted the tonal notation (the original text 
follows the traditional Hausa tonal notation, see Section 10), and indicated the replacive tonal 
melodies in the morphophonological transcription (first line from the top). This version of the 
text also includes the second level of annotation that marks tonal spans, morae, and syllable 
boundaries. This fragment comprises 100 syllables. 

hm̀: ʔàkʷái wáta ɽáːnaː 

[L hm:] [L ʔa][H .kʷa,i] [H wa.ta] [H ɽa,a.na,a] 

Mm COP some.FEM day 

‘Mm… One day,’ 
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múkà jí-oː\H léttìː 

[H mu][L .ka] <[H ji-.wo,o]> [H le,t][L .ti,i] 

1PL.PFV.FOC do-VEN late 

‘we were late.’ 

 

séi ʔákà tsáɽèː mú léttìː hákà 

[H se,i] [H ʔa][L .ka] [H tsa][L .ɽe,e] [H mu] [H le,t][L .ti,i] [H ha][L .ka] 

then 4.PFV.FOC block 1PL late like_this 

‘Then they blocked us for being late.’ 

 

séi máːlàmíː-ǹ já zóː 

[H se,i] [H ma,a][L .la][H .mi][L -,n] [H ja] [H zo,o] 

then teacher-DEF 3SG.MSC.PFV.FOC come 

‘Then the teacher came’ 

 

já dùːkáː-eː\LH mu 

[H ja] <[L du,u][H .k-e,e]> mu 

3SG.MSC.PFV.FOC beat-ACC 1PL 

‘and beat us.’ 

 

séi wáni já 

[H se,i] [H wa.ni] [H ja] 

then some.MSC 3SG.MSC.PFV.FOC 

‘Then somebody ...’ 
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já gániː ʔán ʧêː 

[H ja] [H ga] [H ʔa,n] [H ʧe][L ,e] 

3SG.MSC.PFV.FOC see IMPS.PFV.NFOC say 

‘heard that they said’ 

 

ƴáː-n ʔésʔès hákà sù ʃìgá ʔáʤìː 

[H ƴa-,n] [H ʔe,s][L .ʔe,s] [H ha][L .ka] [L su] [L ʃi][H .ga] [H ʔa][L .ʤi,i] 

children-GEN SS like_this 3PL.SBJV enter classroom 

‘the pupils of SS should go into their class.’ 

 

séi já ʧêː 

[H se,i] [H ja] [H ʧe][L ,e] 

then 3SG.MSC.PFV.FOC say 

‘Then he said’ 

 

tòː ʃíː máː báɽìː\LH jà tàfí 

[L to,o] [H ʃi,i] [H ma,a] <[L ba][H .ɽi]> [L ja] [L ta][H .fi] 

well 3SG.MSC even leave\IMP 3SG.MSC.SBJV go 

‘well he should go’ 

 

dâː máː ʔà ʤíːnijo kílaːs jákèː 

[H da][L ,a] [H ma,a] [L ʔa] [H ʤi,i.ni.jo] [H ki.la,a.s] [H ja][L .ke,e] 

formerly even at junior class 3SG.MSC.IPFV.FOC 

‘because he was in junior class.’ 
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ʃíː kèː nán 

[H ʃi,i] [L ke,e] [H na,n] 

3SG.MSC COP.FOC ANAPH 

‘That's it.’ 

 

séi ʔákà ʧêː mut# ## 

[H se,i] [H ʔa][L .ka] [H ʧe][L ,e] ### 

then IMPS.PFV.FOC say [unintelligible] 

‘Then they told us t...’ 

 

sáuɽaː-ǹ dúk sù tàttafí ʔáʤìː 

[H sa,u.ɽa][L -,n] [H du,k] [L su] [L ta,t.ta][H .fi] [H ʔa][L .ʤi,i] 

remainder-DEF all 3PL.SBJV go.PLAC classroom 

‘all the others should go to their class.’ 

 

séi ʔákà ʧêː jà tsájàː 

[H se,i] [H ʔa][L .ka] [H ʧe][L ,e] [L ja] [H tsa][L .ja,a] 

then IMPS.PFV.FOC say 3SG.MSC.SBJV stop 

‘Then they said he should stay,’ 

 

ʔà dùːkáː-eː\LH ʃi 

[L ʔa] <[L du,u][H .k-e,e]> ʃi 

IMPS.SBJV beat-ACC 3SG.MSC 

‘they will beat him.’ 
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12. Annotated text 2 
This text is in Maradi Hausa, written by Hadiza Nazal and transcribed by Claude Gouffe (Nazal 
& Gouffe 1990). It is part of INALCO’s teaching materials prepared for the 1990-1991 
academic year. 

Below is a fragment of this text, where I have adapted the tonal notation (the original version 
follows the traditional Hausa tonal notation, see Section 10) within the morphophonological 
transcription (first line from the top). Besides, I have added an annotation with tonal spans, 
morae, and syllable boundaries (second line from the top), as well as glosses and free 
translation. This fragment includes 107 syllables.  

kàːfín ʔà sâː ʔámaɽjáː lállèː 

[L ka,a][H .fi,n] [L ʔa] [H sa][L ,a] [H ʔa.ma,ɽ][H .ja,a] [H la,l][L .le,e] 

before IMPS.SBJV apply bride henna 

‘Before applying henna on a bride,’ 

 

sái ʔán ʤéː ʔán tàmbájàː-i\LH 

[H sa,i] [H ʔa,n] [H ʤe,e] [H ʔa,n] <[L ta,m.ba][H .j-i]> 

then IMPS.PFV.NFOC go IMPS.PFV.NFOC ask-ACC 

‘one goes and asks’ 

 

ráʔàjíː-n wáni máːlàmíː 

[H ra][L .ʔa][H .ji-,n] [H wa.ni] [H ma,a][L .la][H .mi,i] 

opinion-GEN some.MSC scholar 

‘the opinion of a scholar’ 

 

dón ʔà sán lóːkàtʃíː-n dà 

[H do,n] [L ʔa] [H sa,n] [H lo,o][L .ka][H .tʃi-,n] [L da] 

for IMPS.SBJV know moment-GEN REL 

‘to know the moment when’ 
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táf fí sáʔàː 

[H ta,f] [H fi] [H sa][L .ʔa,a] 

3SG.FEM.PFV.FOC exceed luck 

‘she (the bride) will be luckiest.’ 

 

ʔín jáː tʃèː dà ʔàsubâː neː 

[H ʔi,n] [H ja,a] [L tʃe,e] [L da] [L ʔa.su][H .ba][L ,a] neː 

if IMPS.PFV.NFOC say with morning COP 

‘If he says that in the morning’ 

 

táf fí sáʔàː 

[H ta,f] [H fi] [H sa][L .ʔa,a] 

3SG.FEM.PFV.FOC exceed luck 

‘she is the luckiest,’ 

 

sái ʔà fáːɽà sâː tá lállèː 

[H sa,i] [L ʔa] [H fa,a][L .ɽa] [H sa][L ,a] [H ta] [H lal][L .le,e] 

then IMPS.SBJV begin put 3SG.FEM henna 

‘then they should start applying henna on her.’ 

 

ʔà lóːkàtʃíː-ǹ nán ʔín kòː jáː tʃèː 

[L ʔa] [H lo,o][L .ka][H .tʃi][L -,n] [H na,n] [H ʔi,n] [L ko,o] [H ja,a] [L tʃe,e] 

in moment-DEF PROX if or 3SG.MSC.PFV.NFOC say 

‘If this time he says’ 
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màgarúbàː táː fí 

[L ma.ga][H .ru][L .ba,a] [H ta,a] [H fi] 

sunset 3SG.FEM.PFV.NFOC exceed 

‘is sunset when she is the luckiest’ 

 

sái ʔà zàːɓáː-i\LH màgarúbàː 

[H sa,i] [L ʔa] <[L za,a][H .ɓ-i]> [L ma.ga][H .ru][L .ba,a] 

then IMPS.SBJV choose-ACC sunset 

‘then choose the sunset.’ 

 

dóːlè ʔà zàːɓáː-i\LH tsàkáːnín ʔàsubâː 

[H do,o][L .le] [L ʔa] <[L za,a][H .ɓ-i]> [L tsa][H .ka,a][H .ni,n] [L ʔa.su][H .ba][L ,a] 

necessary IMPS.SBJV choose-ACC between morning 

‘It is necessary to choose between the morning’ 

 

dà màgarúbâː sábòːdà 

[L da] [L ma.ga][H .ru][H .ba][L ,a] [H sa][L .bo,o][L .da] 

and sunset:? because 

‘and the sunset because’ 

 

bâː ʔá ʔíjà sâː ʔámarjáː lállèː 

[H ba][L ,a] [H ʔa] [H ʔi][L .ja] [H sa][L ,a] [H ʔa.ma,r][H .ja,a] [H la,l][L .le,e] 

NEG.IPFV IMPS.IPFV.NEG can apply bride henna 

‘it is not possible to apply henna on the bride’ 
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dà ráːna 

[L da] [H ra,a.na] 

with day 

‘during the day.’ 
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List of abbreviations and symbols 
\   replacive tonal melody 

-   affix 

#  pause 

AGT  Agentive 

C  the copy of the last consonant of a root 

C1  the first consonant of a root 

C2  the second consonant of a root 

C3  the third consonant of a root 

Cf  the final consonant of a root  

CONV  converb 

COP  copula 

ABSTR abstract affix 

ACC  accusative 

ANAPH anaphora 

DEF  definite 

DIST   distal demonstrative 

EXCM  exclamation  

(f.)  feminine 

FEM  feminine 

FOC  focus 

GEN  genitive 

H   high tone 

IMP   imperative 
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IMPS  impersonal 

INSTR  instrumental 

INT  intensive sensory 

IPFV   imperfective 

L   low tone 

(m.)  masculine 

MSC  masculine  

(n.)  noun 

NEG  negation 

NFOC  non-focus 

NMLZ  nominalization 

O  object 

PFV   perfective 

PL   plural 

PLAC  pluractional 

PROX   proximal demonstrative 

PST.PTCP past participle 

RECP  reciprocal 

REL  relativizor 

Q  question 

SBJV  subjunctive 

SG   singular 

TBU   tone-bearing unit 

VEN  ventive 

 


