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ABSTRACT

Palindromes words, phrases, or sequences that read the same forwards and backwards represent a
fascinating intersection of morphology, phonology, and cultural expression. While palindromes have been
extensively studied in English and other European languages, studies exploring their occurrence and use
in Nigerian languages remain sparse. This paper examines palindromes across English, Hausa, Yoruba,
and Igbo, highlighting both linguistic patterns and socio-cultural implications. Using a descriptive and
comparative approach, a corpus of palindromes was compiled from dictionaries, literary texts,
newspapers, and oral sources. Analysis reveals that while English palindromes tend to exploit
orthographic symmetry, Nigerian language palindromes often reflect tonal and phonological symmetry,
highlighting the interplay of phonetics, morphology, and semantic creativity. The study concludes that
palindromes in Nigerian languages are underexplored resources for literary play, language teaching, and
computational linguistics.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

A palindrome is a linguistic sequence that maintains its identity when reversed, whether at the level of
letters, syllables, or words (Davis, 2012). In English, examples such as level, radar, or madam
demonstrate straightforward orthographic symmetry, while phrases like “A man, a plan, a canal, Panama”
illustrate more complex constructions. Beyond English, palindromes serve multiple purposes: they
entertain, function as mnemonic devices, and are tools for cognitive and linguistic exploration (Delany,
2016).

In Nigerian languages, palindromes are largely undocumented in formal scholarship despite the rich
phonological and tonal properties of languages such as Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo. Nigerian languages,
unlike English, are tonal and agglutinative to varying degrees, which affects how palindromes are formed
and perceived. For instance, Hausa employs vowel harmony and consonant clusters, Yoruba exhibits
tone-dependent meaning, and Igbo has complex vowel-consonant alternations, all of which create unique
constraints and opportunities for palindromic formations (Njoku, 2019; Uzochukwu, 2018).

This study addresses two key questions:

1. What patterns and structures characterize palindromes in English, Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo?

2. How do palindromes in these Nigerian languages differ from English palindromes in terms of
phonology, morphology, and semantics?

91


mailto:shehuubello67@gmail.com
mailto:garba.ga@gmail.com
http://www.seahipublications.org/

Abdulrahman & Bello .. ..Int. J. Inn. Lit., Lang. & Arts Studies 14(2):91-94, 2026

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Palindromes in English

English palindromes have been extensively explored in linguistic and literary scholarship. Davis (2012)
emphasizes their aesthetic and cognitive appeal, noting that palindromes often occur in puzzles, word
games, and experimental poetry. Delany (2016) highlights the role of morphology in creating
palindromes, especially in neologisms and constrained writing. These studies reveal that palindromes
serve both entertainment and linguistic creativity purposes.

2.2 Palindromes in African Languages

Research on palindromes in African languages is limited. Some studies in Swabhili and Zulu illustrate that
tonal patterns and consonant-vowel structures shape palindromes differently from European languages
(Mabula, 2015; Gumede, 2017). In West African contexts, tonal features and vowel harmony strongly
influence how words can be reversed while maintaining meaning,.

2.3 Palindromes in Nigerian Languages

Empirical studies on Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo palindromes are sparse. Njoku (2019) notes that Yoruba
tonal alternations allow certain syllable sequences to mirror each other without semantic ambiguity, while
Uzochukwu (2018) identifies examples in Igbo folk songs and proverbs where reversal preserves
meaning. In Hausa, consonant-vowel symmetry and reduplication patterns create palindromic sequences
in poetry and oral riddles (Muhammad & Bello, 2020). However, systematic documentation remains
lacking, leaving a significant gap for further research.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a descriptive and comparative approach:

Corpus Compilation: Palindromes were collected from dictionaries, literary texts, newspapers, and oral
sources across English, Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo.

Inclusion Criteria: Words and phrases were considered palindromes if they maintained exact or
approximate reversibility while preserving phonological or semantic integrity.

Analysis: Comparative analysis focused on morphological structure, phonological constraints, and
semantic properties. The data were analyzed qualitatively, with examples annotated for phonemic and
tonal features in the Nigerian languages.

4.0 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
4.1 English Palindromes
English palindromes predominantly exploit orthographic symmetry:

Simple words: level, radar, deed
Phrases: A man, a plan, a canal, Panama

Observations: Reversibility is primarily visual; phonology often aligns with orthography. Morphological

creativity is limited to compounding or affixation.

4.2 Hausa Palindromes

Hausa palindromes rely on consonant-vowel symmetry and reduplicative patterns:
Example: kak (“grandfather” in some dialectal contexts)

Example: nanan (“here”)
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Observations: Tonal neutrality is critical; vowel harmony allows palindromic flexibility. Morphological

reduplication enhances reversibility.

4.3 Yoruba Palindromes

Yoruba palindromes reflect tonal and syllable symmetry:
Example: ajaa (“market”)

Example: eéde (“language”)

Observations: Tonal identity is essential; a word reversed orthographically may not retain meaning unless
tonal integrity is preserved. Morphological reduplication is common.

4.4 Igbo Palindromes

Igbo palindromes exploit vowel-consonant alternations and reduplication:

Example: ala (“land”)

Example: eke (“python”)

Observations: Semantic preservation is sensitive to tonal marks; palindromes often occur in proverbs,
chants, or poetic sequences.

4.5 Comparative Insights

Language Palindrome Type Morphological Strategy Phonological Feature
Semantic Note

English Orthographic  Affixation, compounding Phonology aligns with spelling Entertainment,

puzzles

Hausa Word-level Reduplication CV harmony, tonal neutrality ~ Poetry, riddles

Yoruba Word-level Reduplication Tonal identity crucial ~ Cultural vocabulary, proverbs

Igbo  Word-level Reduplication, alternation Tonal marks and vowel-consonant alternation
Proverbs, oral poetry

The analysis highlights that Nigerian languages exploit tonal, syllabic, and phonological properties in

palindrome formation, contrasting with English’s orthographic focus.

5.0 CONCLUSION

Palindromes represent both linguistic ingenuity and cultural expression. In English, they are largely
orthographic and recreational, whereas in Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo, palindromes engage tonal, syllabic,
and morphological features, often appearing in oral and literary contexts. This study demonstrates the
underexplored potential of Nigerian language palindromes for pedagogy, computational linguistics, and
literary analysis. Future research could expand the corpus, investigate cross-linguistic constraints, and
develop educational resources leveraging palindromes for literacy and cognitive development.
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