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Abstract  

‘Yaya ibada/Noye ibada?’ means how is fasting? But literally it is better 

translated as how is worship?  In the last two years, there seems to be some 

forceful language change that is anti the familiar fasting greetings for a modern 

‘religious colouration’ form of greeting thus opening language conflict between 

the old or archaic forms of greeting and the new. The new form of greeting was 

very strong or more popular in this year’s fasting (April-May, 2018) as there was 

obvious disparage of the old form. The aim of this paper is to show that by 

referring to fasting as thirst, by speakers of Fulfulde and Hausa as was reflected in 

their greetings is a direct reference to a hadith of the Prophet and also merely a 

euphemistic reference. By giving fasting the sole name of ibada, whereas 

everything a Muslims does is an act of Ibada, is an exaggeration and misuse of 

language. Language is about culture and we know our culture allows us to use 

euphemism to show respect and give an appeasing meaning to popular 

appendages. The data for this research were collected through obtrusive and 

inobtrusive observation especially that the author is a Muslim too who fast in the 

month of Ramadan. The research is based on Kano town where almost everybody 

is a Muslim and this new form of greeting is not restricted to Muslims alone, but 

anybody one met on the street during the fasting period.    

Ibada fasting (azumi/suumaye) thirst (kishin ruwa/ɗomka) religion

 greeting  

 

1.0 Introduction 

Language, in its dynamism, affects people greatly and surreptitiously 

because speakers can hardly notice that they have acquired a new concept as a 

result of a linguistic change. This paper discusses how religion is introducing a 

new linguistic utterance cum concept as against the popular and known form. To 

this end, the known form is being rendered archaic and aversive to religion.  

It is a known fact that every year, in the nineth month (Ramadan) of the 

Islamic calendar, Muslims the world over, fast the whole month. They deny 
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themselves, tacitly eating and drinking from dawn to dusk. Fasting is known as 

sawm in Arabic, while in Hausa and Fulfulde it is called bako and azumi and 

koɗo and suumaye/jogoo respectively. One may say, ‘ina azumi’ in Hausa, 

meaning I am fasting and in Fulfulde you say, ‘e mi suumii/jogii’ meaning I am 

fasting. The terms ‘bako’ and ‘koɗo’ are mere euphemisms that refer to fasting as 

‘visitor’ in Hausa and Fulfulde respectively, while azumi and suumaye are the 

outcome of the nativization of the Arabic term sawm into Hausa and Fulfulde 

respectively. Generally, many Islamic terms, particularly in Hausa are a 

corruption of the Arabic forms, like in salla (salat), addu’a (du’a), hajji (haj) and 

alwala (alwudu). It is not exactly the same for Fulfulde, like in the following: 

julde (salat), nyaagoo (du’a), juuroo (haj) and nannga (alwudu). Although, Arabic 

is the language of worship among Muslims, some local languages have 

customized the Arabic language.  

Traditionally, the Hausa and Fulani communities strictly observe greetings 

whenever people meet or wake up from sleep. Greetings reflect time, season, 

condition and occasion. When people meet in the morning, they say, ‘good 

morning’, in the afternoon, they say, ‘good afternoon’, etc. They also have the 

time to enquire about families, occupation/trade, health and the season. When the 

weather is hot, they ask about it and when cold, the language changes. Similarly, 

when in a state of festivities, the greetings ask about that, like happy New Year, 

happy marriage and happy festival. Fasting is another period when greetings, at 

least for one month are done to reflect the period. Some years back, among the 

Hausa communities, the following sentences are often used to mean, ‘how is the 

fasting?’ ‘Yaya azumi?’ and ‘yaya kishin ruwa?’ In Fulfulde, they say , ‘noye 

suumayeeje? Or ‘noye aniyaaje?’ Or ‘noye ɗomka?’ In recent times, the last five 

years and particularly the last two years, the last sentences in the two languages 

are regarded as almost taboo. In the name of religion, people have associated 

kishin ruwa/ɗomka ‘thirst’ as rebellious and offensive. They feel that an act of 

worship should not be interpreted as physiological but spiritual. Therefore, to 

claim that the person fasting is thirsty is like he is complaining or like an affront 

to the Creator. Consequently, a new term is introduced, ‘ibada/dewal’ which has 

replaced both fasting and thirst. Like wild fire in the bush, everybody has 

embraced the terms fully and the former terms are virtually losing ground.   

The question one would ask is does kishin ruwa/ɗomka truly means 

‘thirst’ in linguistic, religious and cultural context? Our discussion in this paper 

will show that no matter how we run away from the term ‘thirst’ either in 

physiological or spiritual context, we cannot escape from its usage because fasting 

is about both spiritual and physiological exercises. This is affirmed in the prayer 

offered at the break of fast as we will see later. Therefore, to assume saying kishin 
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ruwa/ɗomka is disrespectful or an affront to the command of the Creator is just 

mere religious extremism led by ignorance and bigotry. Language is just a vehicle 

of communication. No religion can claim to have invented a language of its own. 

The prophet used the language of the people he was born in.                                     

 

2.0 The Superiority of Arabic  

The religion of Islam has Arabic as its language of worship because in the 

first place it was revealed to a Prophet whose language is Arabic. The Qur’an, 

being the source of reference for the religion, is primarily in Arabic. This makes 

Arabic a sacred language among Muslims. Consequently, it is committed to 

memory for prayers and other forms of worship in the religion. It is not 

exaggeration to say that the Qur’an is the most memorized book in the world. And 

to the best of our knowledge, it is the only book whose reciters compete on its 

proper recitation and memorization. It is also a fact that speakers of other 

languages that are Muslims have a lot of Arabic vocabulary as loanwords in their 

languages. This is because some concepts that are alien to those converted 

Muslims have to be maintained as they are in the source language. However, such 

Arabic loanwords are either corrupted to suit the phonology and morphology of 

the target language or they are adopted exactly as they are in Arabic except where 

the sounds of the source language become a problem. It is in these instances that a 

language can be seen to play a significant role in shaping a language to such an 

extent that it determines the choice of words or concepts. The English word 

‘prayer’ for instance does not give the exact concept of ‘salat’ in Arabic as 

conceived by Muslims. For a Christian, prayer would basically mean standing and 

closing eyes to communicate to God. On the other hand, to do ‘salat’ for a 

Muslim basically means standing, recitation, bending, kneeling and bowing. The 

same could be seen in pilgrimage for Muslims and that of Christians. Therefore, 

maintaining the original words of the language of a religion would give a better 

picturesque of a concept than the translation. However, the words themselves, if 

rendered in their original forms are mere euphemisms since religion is about 

persuasion, cajoling and peace especially in the case of Islam. When the Prophet 

was preaching, he had stiff resistance from his clan and therefore to avoid 

confrontation, his message via the Qur’an must involve polite expressions in order 

to be accepted.    

 

2.1 Changes in Structures   

It is very interesting when in one’s eyes you experience several positive 

changes in life that could be described as exciting and fulfilling. The changes give 

one opportunities to tell stories and observe how dynamic our society is in all 
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aspects of life. Some of such changes are institutional, like names of places or 

institutions. Therefore, as soon as the change is pronounced, people will start 

discarding the old for the new. For example, Abdullahi Bayero College changed 

to Bayero University; North-West University changed to Yusuf Maitama Sule 

University; Advanced Teachers’ College (ATC) changed to Federal College of 

Education (FCE) and Women Teachers’ College became Government Girls’ 

College. Even the type of food we eat at a certain time or period is sometimes 

replaced by a new one that will overshadow the old one: indomie noodles appear 

to be the most prominent food today in Nigeria. Some years ago, there was no 

name like this in the cusine of Nigeria. Some changes are found even in areas that 

are regarded as sacred (where change was hardly expected). We all know that 

Nigeria has two major religions: Christianity and Islam. Over the years, there 

have been series of changes in these two religions in the areas of their mode of 

worship. There are many more places of worship (churches, mosques) and in 

fanciful structures. The obvious changes that we all notice are the multiple 

growths of different groups of adherents with different perspectives regarding the 

individual religions. Today, like what someone said recently about Christianity, 

there are more ‘prophets’ in Nigeria than those sent to preach the religion as 

contained in the old and new testaments. The Prophets specialize in different 

forms of prophesies, but they largely prophesy on political leadership at national 

and state levels.   

 

2.2 Changes in Islamic Practices 

Islam has experienced many changes in the mode of worship within the 

last three decades. The most popular is the times for prayer; particularly the time 

for Zuhr prayer. At a time, 2.00 p. m. was the regularly time; then 1.30 p.m.; then 

1.00 p.m. and now from 12.30 p.m. An attempt by a scholar to observe a Friday 

prayer at 9.00 a.m. was resisted and therefore it failed to make any impact. 

Another case of changes in the mode of worship is the position of the hands 

during prayers. Three decades ago, the most popular form was that of placing the 

hands down, but now folding the arms across the chest or somewhere around the 

belly is the norm. Thirdly, in the past, during fasting any mistake that involved 

food or water passing through the throat meant the fasting is vitiated. This time 

around, it is not, as long as it is not deliberately done. It is also like an innovation 

in recent times that the asham or alkaweeje (tarawihi) prayer during fasting takes 

not only long time but the whole Qur’an is recited from the beginning to the end. 

There are many things which are not common to the generality of the Muslim 

community at large. 
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3.0 Data Collection  

Data for this work are collected through observation in two years in the 

month of fasting (Ramadan) during greetings by friends, relations and elders. The 

same data are obtained from texts (i.e. short messages from mobile phones) and 

discussions in whatsapp and many other similar media. In order to validate the 

data, one sometimes became unobtrusive observer by engaging informants in a 

discourse by saying, ‘yaya kishin ruwa/noye ɗomka?’ Some informants would 

often retort back by showing their disapproval of such a complement, others will 

accept it without any negative response.    

4.0 Discussion  

Our discussion would show that the new form of greeting is simply a 

reflection of some level of both religious and linguistic ignorance among the 

Muslim community. A number of people who use the form do so because they 

have heard others say so. And since religion is largely about doing without asking 

why, people quickly adopt and comply aggressively. It is also observed that 

people generally like change and they are therefore eager to discard an old form 

for a new one. To show disregard for an old form, the term bid’ah is often used. 

So far we have not heard any person referring to the old form as an innovation. 

This might be because it has been with us for years, whereas the new form has 

just been introduced. Another reason might be because greetings are cultural and 

there is no such reference in Islam.    

 

4.1 Change in use of Language 

Fasting in the month of Ramadan, as one of the five pillars of Islam comes 

only once in a year. Its start and end is always marked by controversies regarding 

the sighting of the new crescent from the two ends. At any rate, by the fourth day 

of the fasting month, every Muslim must be fasting. Therefore, the language of 

fasting commences globally among the Muslims.  

Fasting starts after eating food before dawn. The food so prepared is 

generally called in Arabic, sahur. In Fulfulde, it is called mbayraari. In Hausa 

language, one can say: na yi sahur (I have taken my pre-fasting food); in Fulfulde 

one will say: mi wayrake (I have taken my pre-fasting food). On the event, one 

overslept and missed it but had to fast; in Fulfulde one can say: e mi jogii 

humhumre (I am fasting without taking pre-fasting meal). The whole day is spent 

without food or water; thus one can say in Hausa language: ina azumi (I am 

fasting); in Fulfulde one will say: E mi suumii/jogii (I am fasting). Traditionally, 

since season determines forms of greetings, during fasting, Muslims (non-

Muslims) ask each other about the fasting. Some few years back, in Hausa 

language, there were three forms of asking about the fasting: Yaya azumi? Yaya 
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bako? Yaya kishin ruwa? ‘How is the fasting? How is the visitor? How is the 

thirst?’ Among the Fulɓe, there were four forms of asking about the fasting: Noye 

aniyaaje? Noye koɗo? Noye suumayeeje? Noye ɗomka? ‘How is the time of 

intentions? How is the visitor? How is the fasting? How is the thirst? Recently, 

the language of greetings about fasting has changed in the two languages. That of 

Hausa language is more pronounced because of its impact in the urban areas. 

However, at the break of fasting, the language has not changed: in Hausa 

language, they say: an sha ruwa lafiya? (Did you drink water well?). In Fulfulde, 

they say: En cumtake jam (Did we break the fasting well?) or En njarii ndiyam 

jam? (Did we drink water well?).  

The new form of greetings during fasting in Hausa language now is: Yaya 

ibada? (How is worship?) Fasting has now come to be associated more with 

worship than other forms of worship. The same is observed in Fulfulde because 

we have heard this: Noye ibada? (How is worship?). Ibada is an Arabic word. 

Both languages have borrowed the word. But since Fulfulde has an alternative 

word for ibada, some use dewal/dewe. Therefore, some say: noye dewe/dewal? 

(How is worship?). Without going too far, what is really wrong in saying: Yaaya 

kishin ruwa/Noye ɗomka? (How is the thirst?). The new connotation attached to 

kishin ruwa/ɗomka (thirst) in relation to fasting is rebellion, crude and defiance. 

Since fasting is an act of worship, then it should not be associated with any 

physical injury no matter how painful it can be. People having this conviction 

assume that any act of worship should be seen as spiritual even if it is 

physiological. They would not want Muslims to feel that fasting is about hunger 

and abstinence from other physiological needs. Therefore, their assumption is that 

when you say: yaya kishin ruwa/noye ɗomka? you are complaining to God for 

putting someone under duress. They have forgotten that fasting is about 

suppressing physiological needs because of the fear of God. Those who cannot 

endure and have little faith can eat in the hidden and join the faithful outside. No 

one can know to even ask them why they do not fast. Meanwhile, the new form of 

greeting has not been able to provide an alternative to the greeting of breaking 

fast. The greeting gives an open picture to everyone that fasting is about thirst. To 

say an sha ruwa lafiya?  ‘did you drink water well?’ implies glaringly that fasting 

is about hunger and significantly thirst.   

The Prophet is reported as saying, ‘whoever gives food to a fasting person 

with which to break his fast, will have a reward equal to his, without it detracting 

in the slightest from the reward of the person fasting’ as reported by al-Tirmidhi 

Saheeh al_Targheeb. The use of the word food here obviously makes reference to 

a person who is hungry. Anybody who spends the whole day without food is 

deemed to be hungry and therefore deserves to be praised for sacrificing to go 
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hungry not out of lack but for the fear of God. It is an aberration to assume that 

asking about thirst is like being confrontational to God. Moreover, when breaking 

fast, one is recommended to offer this prayer:  ‘The thirst has gone and the veins 

are moistened, and the reward is confirmed, if Allah wills’ (Abu Dawood/Saheeh 

al-Jaami). It is because fasting is rigorous and one requires a lot of energy to 

partake in it that some group of people are not allowed to fast: who include a 

traveler, a sick person and a person of old age. This further justifies that fasting is 

truly about hunger and therefore it is of deserving when exchanging greetings to 

mention its effect on us.  

When people associate fasting with kishin ruwa/ɗomka ‘thirst’ they are 

simply being euphemistic. Euphemism is an indirect reference of a matter which 

when said in the open can be offensive. The prayer we offer at the breaking of 

fasting did not hide hunger when we fast. But when we say how is thirst, we mean 

to hide the hunger and just refer to it as thirst.  

 

5.0 Conclusion 

This article has analysed changes found in Muslim greetings in Nigeria 

during fasting of Ramadan. In the discussions, we have shown that for religious 

purposes there is evidence of language change in greetings during this period of 

worship. Muslims now avoid the use of an old form of greetings by stigmatizing 

thirst to be like an innovation. However, we have tried to show by evidence that 

in the ahadith of the prophet, fasting is referred to as thirst. We have also 

observed that language change is an admired practice and that could be the main 

reason the influence spreads very fast. We wish to conclude by saying that further 

research on the same matter can inform us about the distance of the spread and its 

impact among Muslims and non-Muslims as well. Lastly, we want to note that 

truly change is constant and its vehicle is language. The big issue here is the 

misunderstanding of the two means as being antonyms. Being even fanatical 

about the difference is more worrisome, since most religious practices are dictated 

by leaders of sects and groups, while the followers are like the camel pulled by a 

rat. The fact remains that whether you refer to fasting as thirst or worship, one is 

saying one thing in different perspectives.  
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