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Abstarct 

While extensive research has been conducted on clitics, there is a notable gap in studies 

specifically focusing on the Hausa language. Additionally, little to no work has been done 

exploring the interface between morphology and syntax of Hausa clitics. This study aims to 

investigate Hausa clitics by analyzing their morphological and syntactic features. It employs 

the Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG) developed by Joan Bresnan and Ronald Kaplan in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s. The theory examines the morphological and syntactic properties, 

focusing on their functional structure and interaction with other elements, such as clitic + stem 

+ clitic, as observed in proclitics and enclitics. Consequently, an endoclitic appears in the 

middle of a word or within a sentence segment (morpheme+clitic+morpheme) to extend the 

meaning of a given word. The findings of this research show how clitics function in the Hausa 

language. It also indicates that clitics can be found in certain segments of Hausa sentences. 

However, clitics cannot stand on their own unless they are defended by another word (host), 

which appears before or after their position in the sentence. There is need for further research 

to explore the positions of clitics in Hausa for students and learners of Hausa, through 

documentation of relevant research works on Hausa Morphosyntax.  
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1. Introduction 

Clitics are morphosyntactic elements that behave syntactically like words but are 

phonologically dependent on a host. However, clitics function as morphemes that are 

neither a word nor an affix, though they are familiar with each other in terms of their 

functions and positions in how they appear in a sentence or any other lexical item. 

Aronoff & Fudeman (2005: p.388) defined clitics as: Morphemes that behave 

syntactically as words, but unlike words, cannot stand alone phonologically and must 

be incorporated into the prosodic structure of an adjacent word. Haspelmath & Sims 

(2010: p.322) said, “Clitic is a bound word-form, i.e., a word form that is prosodically 

dependent on a host”. However, Bauer (2004: p.30-31) explained that, A Clitic is an 

element that has some of the features of a word and some of an inflectional affix.  
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Bauer (2004: p. 326-327) defined clitics in the English language as: A Clitic is an 

obligatory bound morpheme which is intermediate between an affix and a word. 

Haspelmath (2023: p.2) says that, A clitic is a bound morpheme that is neither an affix 

nor a root. 

The morphosyntax of clitics in Hausa is a fascinating area that highlights the 

interaction between morphology (i.e., the structure of words and sentences). In Hausa, 

clitics are linguistic elements that function like words but behave like affixes as they 

cannot stand alone. They often attach to verbs or nouns and serve various grammatical 

roles. 

 

2. Review of Related Literature  

Some reviews have been conducted on clitics in the Hausa language by scholars in 

linguistics, as follows: 

Jaggar (2001) investigates the morphological and syntactic properties of Hausa 

clitics, including their behavior in different grammatical contexts. For instance, ma, 

wa, ga, don, daga, etc. In this case, some morphemes in Hausa can be said to have 

appeared as a syntactic property, where such a morpheme can not depend on its own 

unless attached to another word or even to a root, and also for a new meaning.  

Newman (2000) provides an overview of Hausa grammar, including a 

discussion of clitics and their functions. He also outlines key properties of words for 

identifying morphemes that function as clitics.   

Similarly, Wolff (1993) examines the phonology of Hausa clitics, focusing on 

their prosodic properties and interactions with host words. In particular, there is a 

morpheme that can not depend on its own unless it is attached to another word (host) 

or a free morpheme. This morpheme can appear at the beginning or end of a host word. 

This means that the analysis or prosody of a word starts with the morphemes that come 

together to form it and determines its meanings in a given language.   

Bature (1991) defined a clitic as a morpheme that can be applied to extend 

meaning in a language. The clitic ‘wa’ appears after a verb as ‘host’ in a sentence, 

though it can be changed as a process of theta-theory that refers to the object of a given 

sentence. Examples:  

Audu yaa rubuta wa Binta wasiƙa (Audu wrote a letter to Binta).  

Audu yaa rubuta wasiƙa ga Binta (Audu wrote a letter for Binta), etc. 

 

Caron (1991) discusses the semantic and pragmatic functions of Hausa clitics, 

including their role in conveying focus, topic, and politeness. ne (msc. Sng./pl.) & ce 
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(fmn. Sng.),  dai, kam etc. Accordingly, this research finds that some morphemes in 

Hausa are clitics, based on their morphological features and grammatical functions, 

with some clitics functioning as affixes or even as entire words. However, they can not 

give meaning alone. But we can only differentiate their functions by their appearance 

when they are attached to the root of some words.  

Clitics' phonological dependence on hosts is debated, with some arguing they're 

phonologically reduced forms and others seeing them as independent units. Hausa-

specific phonological analyses of clitics are scarce. Clitics are seen as affixes, particles, 

or a distinct category, with disagreements on their morphological classification. Clitics 

exhibit unique properties distinct from affixes and words. Few studies focus on the 

syntactic behavior of Hausa clitics, particularly their interaction with other elements. 

Clitics' position and movement in Hausa syntax are not well-agreed upon. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

This article aims to adopt Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG), which was developed 

by Joan Bresnan and Ronald Kaplan in the late 1970s and early 1980s to analyze data 

from a given language. The theory also explores the internal structure of words and 

how morphemes combine to form words that combine in sequence to form a 

meaningful sentence in a given language. Accordingly, the theory provides a solid 

foundation for the research on clitics in the Hausa language. This means that LFG 

captures the clitics' morphological and syntactic properties, focusing on their functional 

structure and interaction with other elements, including the behavior of clitics. So, it 

helps to investigate how clitics interact with their hosts, how they are morphologically 

and syntactically integrated, and what their semantic contributions are in a language.  

 

4. Types of Clitics in Hausa 

Clitics are phonologically dependent on a host, often forming a single phonological 

unit. Clitics typically cannot bear stress or have reduced stress patterns. Clitics attach 

to a host, often with a fixed position relative to the host. Clitics often have restricted 

mobility, appearing in specific positions relative to their host. Clitics lack syntactic 

independence, often unable to stand alone or move freely.Additional diagnostics: 

Clitics may have a reduced phonological form compared to their full form counterparts. 

Clitics may contribute special meaning when combined with their host. When 

analyzing Hausa forms, apply these diagnostics to determine clitichood: Examine 

phonological dependence and stress patterns. Check host attachment and position. 
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Assess mobility and syntactic independence. Look for reduced forms and special 

meanings. 

Scholars categorize clitics into different classes, depending on their features and 

functions in words or sentences. They are also classified according to a word (host), in 

different languages.  
 

Subject Pronouns  

These clitics indicate the subject of the verb and can appear as enclitics attached to the 

verb. For example, the subject pronoun ni may cliticize to the noun or possessive, 

resulting in a form like na.  

Examples: Uwani (proper noun)  

       Na’Allah (proper noun) 

        nawa (possessive) etc. 
 

Object Pronouns  

A pronoun here refers to a clitic as an object in the Hausa sentence. Similar to subject 

clitics, object clitics attach to verbs and denote the object of an action. For instance, ka 

(you) can become ka (yours) when attached to a noun. Examples:  

Malam ya aike ka = Malam has sent you 

            Madam ta kira ka = Madam called you  

            Audu ya aure ta = Audu married her, etc. 

 

Possessive Clitics  

These clitics indicate possession and are attached to nouns. An example in Hausa is the 

clitic na, which indicates possession (my). Examples:  

littafina (my book) 

 Gidana (my house), etc. 
 

Verbal Clitics 

These are clitics (morphemes) that can be attached to another word to extend meaning. 

They are also monosyllabic verbs. Examples: 

Jagaba = the frontier  

Bisalla = proper noun 

Sagudu = warrior 

Sa’ido = watching, etc. 

 

The above examples show that, the morpheme which attach to the host word is 

proclitic, though it is a monosyllabic word that functions as a verb separately. i.e. ja, 
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bi, sa, etc. However, many languages express a progressive or continuous aspect using 

affixal morphology. Inflectional future tense and conditional mood (corresponding 

roughly to English will/would) are found in other languages as auxiliaries and 

properties of clitics:  

i.  Clitics are generally unstressed. Even in languages that lack a category of word 

stress, we find that clitics are elements that cannot be focused or emphasized 

by being given special emphatic accent.  

ii. Clitics require a host to attach to. Either the clitic attaches to the right of a host 

(enclitic) or to the left (proclitic).  

iii. Clitics attach promiscuously; that is, they do not select words of a particular 

class. 

iv. Clitics often have different syntax from fully-fledged words. In some cases, this 

means that the position of the clitics is determined by entirely separate 

principles from the syntax of the rest of the language (special clitics, for 

instance 2P clitics). In other cases, the basic position of the clitics is the same 

as that of a full-form word with similar function (simple clitics), but in practice 

there may be restrictions that apply specifically to clitics because of their need 

to attach to a host in a particular direction.  

 

5. Findings  

The morphosyntax of Hausa clitics examines the distributions and attachment patterns 

of word properties. However, it indicates that there are host and morpheme positions 

(i.e., proclitics & enclitics). For instance;  

Host selection: Refers to the process by which a clitic chooses the word or phrase it 

attaches to. In Hausa, for example, pronominal clitics typically attach to verbs or 

prepositions. 

Attachment: Refers to the way a clitic attaches to its host, e.g., phonologically as a 

single unit or syntactically as a separate element. Hausa clitics often attach 

phonologically to their hosts. 

Syntactic position: Refers to the position of the clitic relative to its host or other 

elements in the sentence. Hausa clitics usually appear as suffixes or enclitics. 

Scope: Refers to the domain over which the clitic has semantic effect. In Hausa, 

aspectual clitics often have scope over the entire verb phrase. 

Movement: Refers to whether the clitic moves from its base position to another 

position in the sentence. Some Hausa clitics exhibit movement, while others are base-

generated. 
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Phonological dependence: Refers to the clitic's reliance on its host for stress or other 

phonological properties. Hausa clitics are often phonologically dependent on their 

hosts. For a genuine morphosyntactic analysis, these properties would be examined in 

the context of Hausa language data, revealing patterns and interactions that inform our 

understanding of Hausa clitics. 

Examples of Clitics in Hausa words: 
 

i. Verbal Clitics = Maje, maja, masha (adjectives) etc. 

ii. Possessive Clitics = naka (yours), namu (ours), nasu (theirs), nata (her), etc. 

iii. Pronoun Clitics = Na’Allah, Tasallah, Uwani Abarshi, Barmani (proper 

nouns), etc. 

iv. Tense/Aspect = za mu (we’ll), yana (he’s), tana (she’s), kuna (you’re), suna, 

etc.  

v. Demonstrative Clitics = wannan (this), wancan (that), waɗannan (these), 

etc. 
 

Examples of Clitics in Hausa sentences are as follows:  

i. Audu ya aika wa Binta wasiƙa [Audu sent a letter to Binta]  

Audu 3SG.M send DAT Binta a letter 

ii. Wasiƙa ta aiku ga Binta [The letter was sent to Binta] 

Wasiƙa 3SG.F send DAT Binta a letter 

iii. Audu ya aika wasiƙa don Binta [Audu sent a letter for Binta] 

Audu 3SG.M send DAT Binta a letter 

iv. Audu ya aika mata wasiƙa [Audu sent a letter to her] 

Audu 3SG.M send DAT Binta a letter 

v. Wasiƙa ta aiku ga Binta daga Audu   [A letter was sent to Binta] 

A Letter 3SG.F send DAT Binta a letter 
 

The above illustrations show that clitic distribution is constrained by language-specific 

morphosyntactic rules of a given language. In the case of the Hausa language, a clitic 

serves as a morpheme that can be used to form another word by abiding by the rules 

governing the word formation process.  

Morphosyntactically, Hausa clitics serve as morphemes that help to display the 

meaning of a given sentence by inserting such morphemes (clitics) in different 

positions, depending on the grammatical rules that govern the language in 

communicative acts. Clitics can also function depending on dialect, context, and the 

language's grammatical structure. For instance, according to Yalwa (2016), clitics can 
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be found in the Kano Dialect, as in pronouns; ‘mas’ or ‘mar’ from ‘masa’, ‘dakas’ or 

‘dakar’ from “’dake shi’, ‘kwanas’ from ‘kwanar’ of Standard Hausa, where the last 

vowel has been deleted for a phonological process that occurred at the last syllable of 

a given word.  

 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study on the morphosyntactic analysis of clitics in the Hausa language reveals that 

clitics are an integral part of Hausa grammar, exhibiting unique properties and 

behaviors. The analysis shows that Hausa clitics can be classified into different types, 

including pronominal and aspectual clitics, which attach to various hosts such as verbs, 

nouns, and particles. The study highlights the importance of understanding clitics in 

Hausa syntax and their role in shaping the language's structure and meaning. The 

findings contribute to the documentation and analysis of Hausa grammar, providing 

insights for language teaching, learning, and computational applications. They provide 

insights into the language's grammatical structure and its unique properties, showing 

the fluidity between morphology and syntax. This research also discussed other 

morphemes that serve in Hausa sentence phrases, where the meaning of a given 

sentence can be understood by extensions of meaning between. The study also 

demonstrates that Hausa clitics are a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, 

exhibiting a range of phonological, morphological, and syntactic properties. The 

examples and analysis above show that all the morphemes put in bol in the words and 

sentences are clitics in Hausa.   

Researchers and students of language and linguistics should focus on clitic 

research, especially in the Hausa language, where books and articles are scarce and 

published in the internal branches of linguistics. However, it will be a great job when 

teachers of language and linguistics in our schools and other research institutions 

encourage their students and mentees to conduct research about clitics by teaching 

them some topics under clitics. 

Research centers should organize some workshops and seminars for paper 

presentations on clitics, so as to display more knowledge on clitics, which can bring 

about other trends to analyze more data under clitics. 

All the research works under clitics should be compiled and documented for 

further reading and research in the future from both students or reseachers and their 

teachers for the importance of knowledge, especially in the area of language and 

linguistics.   
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It should also be observed how morphemes interact between words and 

sentences in a language where some of them appear as clitics, which can be of any type, 

where only research can determine their positions.  

Areas needing further investigation are: clitic-host relationships and 

phonological interactions; clitic movement and syntactic position in Hausa; typology 

of Hausa clitics and their semantic effects. 

 

 

References 

 

Abubakar, A. (2001). An Introductory Hausa Morphology, University of Maiduguri. 

Al-Hassan, B.S.Y. (2015). Is Wa-Really a Relative Pronoun in Hausa? In Bayero 

Journal of Linguistics (BAJOLIN), ISSN 2449-0547, Vol. 2, No. 1, Department 

of Linguistics, Bayero University Kano. Pp 200–214. 
 

Amfani, A.H. (2007). Hausa Morphology. In Basic Linguistics For Nigerian 

Languages Teachers (ed), Ore Yusuf.  Pp 138–148.  
 

Anderson, S.R. (2005). Aspects of the Theory of Clitics. Oxford: University Press. Pp 

9 – 249. 
 

Bashir, A. & Wali, A. S. (2021). Suffixation and Reduplication in Zamfara Dialect of 

Hausa Language. In Interdisciplinary Approach to the Study of African 

Languages. Festschrift in Honor of Francis Egbokhare. ISSN: 978–978– 66–

297–5. Pp. 236- 243.  
 

Bature, A. (2001). Morphophonological Status of –wà in Hausa. In Harsunan Nijeriya, 

Vol. XIX. Centre for the Study of Nigerian Languages. Bayero University Kano. 

Pp 11–25. 
 

Bauer, L. (2004). A Glossary of Morphology. Washington: Georgetown University 

Press. Pp 11– 25. 
 

Caron, B. (1991). Hausa Clitics and the Structure of the Clause. In Proceedings of the 

2nd World Congress of African Linguistics. Pp 449 – 464. 
 

Gerlach, B. & Girijzenhout, J. (2000). Clitics in Phonology, Morphology and Syntax, 

John Benjamins Publishing Company. 
 

Gladday, A.E. (2024). Cliticization in Obolo Language.  Implementation Strategies for 

the National Language Policy in Nigeria: The 35th Conference of the Linguistic 

Association of Nigeria (CLAN). Al-Qalam University, Katsina.  



 
 
 
 
  Bashir & Fada 

 ____________________________________________________________________ 

 Journal of the Linguistic Association of Nigeria, Special Edition I, 2025: 199-207        207 
 

Gwammaja, D.B. (2019). Post-Syntactic Morphology Specific Operations in Hausa: A 

Distributed Morphology Approach. Unpublished PhD Thesis, Bayero University 

Kano. 
 

Haspelmath, M. (2023). Types of Clitics in the World’s Languages. In Linguistics 

Typology at the Crossroads. Anthropology Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary. 

3-2 (2023). Pp 1-59. ISSN: 2785-0943.  
 

Jaggar, P. (2001). Hausa. John Benjamins Publishing Company.  
 

JapenSarage, M.A. & Kasiyarno, M.H. (2015). Arabic Personal Pronouns as Word, 

Clitic, and Affix. In the International Journal on Studies in English Language 

and Literature (IJSELL). ISSN: Print 2347-3126, ISSN: Online 2347 - 3134, 

Vol. 3, Issue 2. Pp 33–41. www.arcjournals.org  
 

Klavans, J.L. (1995). On Clitics and Cliticization: The Interaction of Morphology, 

Phonology and Syntax. Garland Publishing.  
 

Mamman, M. (2012). The Hausa Bound Morphemes ‘ma-’, ‘ba-’ and Others: A Critical 

Study of their Forms and Function. In Essays on Hausa Grammar and 

Linguistics. Ahmadu Bello University Zaria Press Limited. 
 

Marantz, A. (1988). Clitics, Morphological Merger, and the Mapping to Phonological 

Structure. In Theoretical Morphology by Academic Press. Pp 253-270. 
 

Muhammad, I.A. (2019). What is Distributed Morphology? Macrolinguistics, Vol. 7, 

No. 1 (Serial No.10), Pp 45-56. The Learned Press, DOI: 

www.10.26478/ja2019.7.10.3  
 

Newman, P. (2000). The Hausa Language: An Encyclopedic Reference Grammar, Yale 

University Press. 
 

Spencer, A. & Luis, A.R. (2012). Clitics: An Introduction. University Press Cambridge. 

Tuller, L. (1986). The Syntax of Hausa Clitics. In Studies of African Linguistics, Vol. 

17, No. 1, pp. 1– 34. 
 

Yalwa, D.L. (2016). The Interface between Phonology & Syntax: A Case of Stability 

of Tones of Hausa Direct & Indirect Object Clitic Pronouns.  In Language, 

Literature and Culture in a Multilingual Society: A Festschrift for Abubakar 

Rasheed, Linguistics Edition, Vol. II, Pp 619 - 626. München: LINCOM GmbH. 
 

Zwicky, A.M. (1994). What is Clitic? Benjamin Publishers, London.  

 
1Abdullahi Bashir, 2Isah Sarkin Fada 
1Department of Languages and Cultures, Federal University Gusau 

http://www.arcjournals.org/
http://www.10.26478/ja2019.7.10.3

