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 ABSTRACT                                                           

Although a lot is known about the Kiswahili verb, there are still controversies and 

uncertainties raised by the following questions: What is the morphological structure of the 

Kiswahili verb?  What is the status and function of the individual affixes in the verb?  What 

constitutes a verb phrase in Kiswahili? What is the status of the final verbal form ‘a’: 

phoneme or morpheme? In the course of suggesting answers to these questions, the paper 

identifies deictic categories and functions in the Kiswahili verb. This task is preceded by 

positing two structural types of the verb, one morphological and the other morpho-

syntactic. The former is devoid of all person, tense, aspect and voice marking and is here 

considered to constitute the basic verb. The latter has two Aux constituents, one prefixal 

and the other suffixal both of which house the deictic categories. Since deictic categories 

are syntactic in nature, a description of the Kiswahili verb is not just morphological; it is 

morphosyntactic.                                                                                                                                        

KEY WORDS: deictic aux, morphological verb, verbal construction, morpho-  

   syntactic verb, voice patterns , nominal roles.     

                                                           

1.0 Introduction 

In Kiswahili linguistics literature ‘verb’ is loosely used to refer to three diferent but related 

morphological constructions illustrated in (1a-c) below: 

1 a)  pika b) alipika c) alitupikia 

The first construction (1a) consists of a verbal root 'pik-' plus the suffix '-a'1; the second  (1b) 

consists of the root 'pik-', the prefixes 'a-', 'li-' and the suffix '-a'; and the third (1c) consists of the 

root 'pik-' plus the prefixes 'a-', 'li-', 'tu-' and the suffixes –i and –a2. In this paper two structural 

types of the Swahili verb are distinguished: one the morphological as in pika and the other 

morphosyntactic as in alipika and alitupikia. The morphological verb constitutes the basic verb 

and it consists of a verbal root (VR) plus the suffix '-a'3  represented as ‘Auxd’. In other words, a 

purely morphological verbal structure in Kiswahili is here assumed to exclude all person, number, 

tense, aspect and voice marking as in the following illustration: 

 

 

On the other hand a morphosyntactic verb  is here assumed to consist of a verbal root VR preceded 

and followed by multifunctional deictic 'constituents' Auxd1 and Auxd2 respectively as shown  in 

(3) below: 

 

 

 

2 VR Auxd          VR   Auxd              VR Auxd 

 pik-    -a         som-    -a               lim-   -a 

3      Auxd1 VR Auxd2 Auxd1 VR Auxd2 

 a- li- pik- -a  a- li- tu-  pik-  -i  -a 



Deictic ‘Aux’ is not a single constituent; rather it is simply the position for various syntactic 

functions including person, tense aspect, negation, mood and voice in the morphosyntactic verb. 

The status and functions of the forms dominated by the deictic Aux constituent are, in some cases, 

still matters of controversy. For example, it is still a moot point:  

(a) Whether the final 'a' in the verb is better regarded as a vowel or as a suffix morpheme.  

(b) Whether all post-initial person affixes before the VR are prefixes or infixes.  

(c) Whether '-ia' in, for example, alitupikia is one morpheme or two, namely '-i' and '-a'; 

(d) Whether it is plausible to refer to a construction like alitupikia as a verb phrase (VP); 

(e) Whether 'nge-' or 'ki-' in so-called conditional verbs are tense markers (the so-called 

'compound tenses') or whether they are aspect markers;  

(f)       Whether there are more aspects than just those with a temporal reference, namely,  

         the progressive,  the perfective and the habitual;                         

(g)    Whether there are more 'voice' patterns in the Kiswahili verb than are traditionally 

       recognized                            

(h)       Whether it is plausible to talk of a negative tense/aspect  marker in the verb 

 

The above questions do not by any means constitute an exhaustive list of unresolved issues in 

Kiswahili verbal morphology but they point to a need for students of Kiswahili grammar to be 

clear about several issues including: the morphological structure of the verb, in particular the status 

of the final 'a' in verbs of Bantu origin; the functions of the forms dominated by 'Aux' in the 

morphosyntactic verb; and what constitutes a verb phrase in Swahili. The primary aim of this paper 

is an attempt to suggest answers to issues raised above. More specifically, the paper will identify 

and describe the nature and functions of the deictic forms dominated by the Aux constituents in 

the morphosyntactic verb.    

2. Constituent Structure of the Swahili verb  

2.1 The final ‘a’ vowel position        

 What is a verb in Kiswahili? This question focuses on the verb as a word category. Basically, 

there are two positions adopted by Kiswahili grammarians. The first position  assumes that the 

verb in Kiswahili is a morphological construction that includes a verbal root preceded by prefixes 

and followed by suffixes one of which is the so-called final vowel '-a'4 as in the following example: 

 

 

This position is represented by Ashton (1944) Loogman (1965) Myachina (1981), Kapinga (1983), 

Vitale (1981) and Khamisi (1985). Since this position also assumes that all Kiswahili verbs of 

Bantu origin end in the ‘vowel’ a, the obvious implication is that the final ‘a’ in, for example, imba 

is part of the verbal root. Nevertheless, the practice especially in dictionaries is to separate the 

verbal root from the so-called final vowel as in (5) above. This practice in Kiswahili morphological 

analysis raises two serious problems. 

  

4 a- li- imb-a  5 lim-a kat-a tak-a andik-a 



The first problem is that the analysis implies that the verbal root in Kiswahili is a discontinuous 

root with the partial abstract structure: VR-a as the above examples show. Proponents of this 

position would argue that to regard all Kiswahili verbal roots of Bantu origin as discontinuous 

morphemes simplifies our analysis in Kiswahili verbal morphology to some extent. Specifically, 

it would help to explain, without complications, the formation of derived verbs such as limisha, 

katisha, katwa, katia, limika. All we need to say here is this  that in forming the above verbs, 

insert the relevant deriving morpheme between the verbal root (VR) and the ‘final vowel’ a of the 

relevant root as shown in the following illustration: 
 
 

Despite its 
apparent 

merit, the final-vowel position has two very unsettling consequences. First, as the illustration in 
(6) clearly shows, we have to conclude that what is added in such cases is not a suffix5 as is 
currently assumed; what is added must be described as an infix such as ish, -wa, -i since it clearly 
interrupts the verbal root. To deny this conclusion is to deny the current assumption that the final 
a in verbs of Bantu origin is a vowel. But if it is not a vowel, what is it?  This question throws 
serious doubt on the tenability of the final-vowel position. I will defer my answer to this question 
until I have briefly mentioned one other problem which offsets the apparent merit of the final-
vowel fiction of the Kiswahili verb.  

The second problem associated with the final-vowel position is that it fails to account for the 

formation of derived nouns such as mpigo, mbaguzi, mkato from verbs. The derivational process 

of these nouns shows that they are not formed by simply adding the derivational suffixes ‘-o’ and 

‘zi’ to the root as shown in (7) below:  

                                           

   

                             

    

In order to derive for example, the noun mpigo from *mpigo-a an additional rule is required along 

the following lines:  

Note, however, that this rule is not required if the form “a” at the end of Kiswahili verbs is regarded 

as a suffix morpheme. Indeed, such a rule is not involved at all in explaining the formation of 

derived nouns as the analysis in (10) shows in the following section.  

 

2.2 The final –a  morpheme position 

The second position regarding the structure of the verb in Kiswahili is the one which regards the 

final -a as a suffix morpheme. For convenience this position may be characterised as “the “the 

final-a suffix position”. According to this position, the final ‘-a’ in the Kiswahili verb is a suffix 

morpheme whose place of occurrence is that it is always the last morpheme in the verb. But this 

position immediately raises the question of the meaning of the morpheme ‘-a’ in, for example, 

6 VR-         -a 

lim-  -ish –a 

VR-          -a 

kat-   -ish –a 

VR-       -a 

kat   -w  -a 

VR-     -a 

kat-  -i -a 

VR-        -a 

lim-  -ik  -a 

7. a) m + pig – a + o  * mpigo –a  mpigo 

 b) m + bagu – a + zi  *mbaguzi–a  mbaguzi 

 c) m + kat– a + o  * mkato–a  mkato 

8 The addition of derivational nominal suffixes of the V/VC structure to the verbal       

root cause deletion of  final vowel of the root 



piga, pigisha or pigika. A possible answer is to say that in all its occurrences in the verb, the suffix 

‘-a’ has a neutral meaning because various interpretations can be assigned to verbs containing this 

morpheme as in the following examples:  

 

 

 

 

In these examples the final ‘-a’ (as a suffix) does not contribute to the meaning of the verbal 

construction. This is not altogether a satisfactory defence of the final ‘-a’ suffix position, but it is 

unsatisfactory only if we insist that every morpheme in language must be associated with a certain 

meaning6.                

 

 Despite its apparent shortcoming, the final-a suffix position has three advantages over the final-a 

vowel fiction. In the first place, it avoids the awkwardness involved in explaining the deletion of 

the so-called final-vowel in the formation of derived nouns from verbs. Since the final 'a' is not, in 

this case, regarded as part of the verbal root, the formation of nouns like mpiga, mbaguzi, mkato 

from their respective verbal roots is a straightforward affair of adding the relevant derivational 

morphemes to the root as in the following illustration:  

 

                                     

 

The answer to the question regarding the structure of the Kiswahili verb appears to depend on two 

factors: (a) how one views the status of the final form a in verbs of Bantu origin, i.e. whether the 

final a is viewed as part of the verbal root or whether it is viewed as suffix added to the root; (b) 

whether or not person, tense and aspect marking constitute part of the basic structure of the 

Kiswahili verbs. Regarding the first factor, my position is that the final a in the verb is better 

regarded as a morpheme due to the analytical advantages noted already above. As to the second 

factor, I regard the basic structure of the Kiswahili verb to exclude all person, tense and aspect 

marking7. 

 

2.3 The Kiswahili verb as a word category and the VP notion 

  So far the above discussion on the structure of the verb has centred on the status of the final form 

a in Kiswahili verbs. The question I wish to consider now is this: as a word category should the 

Kiswahili verb be considered to include person, tense and aspect marking? This is a crucial 

question because for Kiswahili the difference between a verb and a sentence is sometimes blurred 

in cases like: alimpiga. This construction can be shown to be a sentence as well as a verb. In 

considering this question, let us recall three earlier examples reproduced here in (10) below:  

      

     

8 Piga (imperative) atakupiga (declarative) 

 alikupiga? (interrogative) sikumpiga (negative/declarative) 

9a. m + pig-   +  o   mpigo 

  b. m +  bagu- + zi  mbaguzi 

  c. m +  kat-   +  o  mkato 



  

Most people would most 

probably agree that the italicised form in (10a) is a word of the category called ‘verb’. But there is 

also a sense in which the relevant forms (10b-c) can be regarded as words of the category 'verb' 

for practical reasons especially in writing. But more importantly those forms in (10b-c) can be 

regard as verbs since they carry obvious verbal features such as person, tense and aspect. However, 

the presence of those additional features suggests that we are dealing not just with a verb in such 

cases but a verbal construction with full potential for sentencehood. This is also because the 

additional features (i.e. person, tense, aspect) are clearly syntactic features even if they are 

embedded in a morphological structure. Therefore, structures like those italicised in (10b-c) are 

not purely morphological nor are they purely syntactic. It is for this reason that I propose the 

distinction between morphological verbs (10a) and morphosyntactic verbs (10b-c). This 

distinction is however, relevant only in cases where the emphasis is on the grammar of the 

morphosyntactic verb and its ramifications in Kiswahili syntax. In an analysis where the focus is 

on syntax, such a distinction is not very helpful. For example, when appearing in a P-marker a 

verb is any structure immediately dominated by the node (V). Thus although pika is morphological 

while alipika, amepika and alitupikia are morphosyntactic verbal constructions, they are all V-

dominated.            

Regarding the structure of the VP in Kiswahili, let us consider the P-marker in (11) below:  

 

The  P-marker in (11) defines 

a VP as a construction whose ICs are words (NOT morphemes!) one of which is always a verb. 

The other ICs in a VP are, an auxiliary verb (dominated by the Aux constituent), a noun or an 

adverb as the in following examples8.   

 

 

 

 

10 a. Pika ugali       10b. Amepika ugali      10b. Amepika ugali      

11                     S    

        NP               VP 

                  Aux    V      ADV 

   Baba  alikuwa  akioga    bafuni 

              12b.       VP 

    Aux      V        NP 

alikuwa  akipika  ugali 

12a.       VP  

  V       NP 

alipika  ugali 

13b                  VP 

Aux           V          ADV 

atakuwa   amerudi   kesho  

13a.        VP  

  V      ADV 

ataudi   kesho 

14b.                       VP 



 

 

 

 3.0 Syntactic vs. Deictic Aux     

             In a number of generative accounts of syntactic constituency, the Aux 

constituent is generally associated with the verb phrase (VP); that is , it is taken to be an immediate 

constituent (IC) of the VP as shown in (12-14) above. When used in reference to the deictic forms 

and functions in the morphosyntactic verb, deictic Aux is merely a convenient way of referring to 

the deictic categories of person (PERS), aspect (ASP) mood (MOD) and voice (VCE). 'Deictic' is 

the adjectival form of the Greek word 'deixis' (Lyons 1968) which means "pointing, indicating or 

showing" (ibid). The word deixis is used to subsume situational or contextual features of language 

which are relative to the time and place of occurrence of an utterance. Such features include the 

categories of person, tense mood and voice. These categories are indicated in the Aux constituent  

of the morpho-syntactic verb in Kiswahili as summarized in the following rules9.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   NEUTRAL : -a 

                             

                                                         PAS:{W}                   

19. VCE                       REV:{U}  

   MARKED   BEN:{I}  

                        CSA:{ISH} 

             ASS: an         

         Aux        V        ADV 

   alikuwa  akihubiri  msikitini 

14a.               VP  

     Aux          V 

   alikuwa  akihubiri     

15 V         (Auxd1 )+ VR +(Auxd2 )  

16 

                    PERS 

                    TNS  

Auxd1         ASP  

         MOD  

          NEG 

17                     1st PERS :ni/tu  

PERS           2nd PRS : u/m  

          3rd PER :a/wa  
18                       PRES: na 

 TNS            PAS : li  

           FUT: ta 

                                                                                                                      Prog: ki~na 

                                                                                                                      Perf:  me 

                                                                         Morphologically marked      hab:   hu  

                                                   Temporal                                                    Sub: ka 

                                                                                                                      Sim:  p             

21.ASP                                                       Lexically marked(ABT:taka)                              

 



 20.    

NEG

 ha ~ si ~ to        

    

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  4.0 Deictic categories  and 

functions.    

 As indicated in the previous section, deictic categories and functions are located in the Aux 

constituent of the morphosyntactic verb. Deictic Aux is always obligatory in the sense that there 

is always present in the sentence a feature of one or more of those categories morphologically or 

syntactically marked.  In the Kiswahili verb there are at least six deictic categories (see rules 15-

22 above) one of which must occur in every utterance but there may be present more than one 

category as the following data shows:                                                       

 

 

 

 

 

In this section comments will be 

briefly made only on the categories of 

tense, aspect and voice. In 

particular, I would like to 

present what I regard as 

reinterpretations of the three 

deictic categories in an area of 

Swahili grammar which is otherwise 

little investigated.                         

4.1.1 Tense  

                                                                             CDN: nge~ki 

                                                  Non-temporal    CSN:  nga~japo 

                                                                             MNN: vy 

                                                                                               

Morphologically 

 Neutral   :a    

                             Marked 

 

Imperative:a  

22.MOD    

                                         POS: weza       

    Lexically     

marked  

 OBL: bidi 

 DBT/WRY    

 

         

 

 

23 UTTEANCE DEICTIC 

CATEGORY 

DEICTIC  

MARKING 

 walituumiza 3rd PERS. Pl. wa- 

  1st PERS. Pl tu- 

  TNS: Pas li- 

  VCE : causative    -z 

 atapigwa 3rd PERS: sing a- 

  TNS : Fut. ta- 

  VCE: PASS -w 



  Tense is a deictic category which relates the time of action, state or activity to the time of 

utterance which is TIME NOW as roughly illustrated below:  

 

 

 

 

The above illustration does not represent universal time 

divisions. However, it correctly represents time divisions in Kiswahili, each time division being 

morphologically marked in the deictic Aux constituent of the morphosyntactic verb. As shown in 

(24) above (see also rule (18), tense is a tripartite category involving present, past and future and 

it correlates neatly with time divisions relative to the time of utterance as illustrated in (25):  

  

 

 

 

4.1.2 Aspect              

  The deictic category of aspect is the one which shows the manner, frequency, sequence, duration, 

etc. of an action relative to a time scale: As already indicated in rule (19) above, aspect is 

morphologically marked in the verb. Rule (19) also lists more aspects than are currently identified 

in the literature which mentions only the temporal aspects of the verb, namely, the progressive, the 

perfective and the habitual as illustrated below:  

    

   

   

   

   

     

The above 

data illustrates 

the current 

position in the literature concerning what is regarded as grammatical aspect in the Kiswahili verb. 

But as will be demonstrated later (see section 4.2 below) there are non-temporal aspects that are 

also grammatical aspects of the Swahili verb.  

4.2 Tense and Aspect           

  Tense and aspect are inter-connected: aspect as currently conceived characterizes the duration, 

frequency and repetition of an action relative to a time scale. From this view point, three verbal 

aspects are always distinguished, namely, the progressive, the perfective and the habitual. 

TIME OF UTTERANCE 

(Time Now) 24. 

TIME OF ACTION/EVENT 

(PAS, PRES, FUT) 

25 TENSE TENSE FORM TIME OF ACTION EXAMPLE 

 PRES. Na present Ninasoma 

 PAS. Li             past Nilisoma 

 FUT. Ta future Nitasoma 

26 UTTERANCE  ASPECTUAL PATTERN  

 Ninakwenda  Progressing action relevant to present time  

 Nilikuwa ninakwenda  Progressing action relevant to past time 

 Nimemaliza  Completed action relevant to present time 

 Nilikuwa nimemaliza  Completed action relevant to past time 

 Nilikuwa nikisoma  Progressing action in the past  

 Mimi huvuta (sigara) Habitual action embracing present,  

future and even past 



Progressive and perfect aspects combine with present, past and future tenses to generate various 

verbal patterns. In describing the tense-aspect relation, the usual approach to Kiswahili verbal 

morpho-syntax (Ashton 1944, Loogman 1965, Mychina 1981) is to distinguish between 'simple' 

and 'compound' tenses. In this connection consider the following data:    

            

 

 

Of the above sentences (27a) is described as having a 'simple tense', realized by the form –li; the 

rest  are regarded as having "compound tenses" (Ashton 1944). I think the notion of "compound 

tense" is misleading because it gives the impression, for example, that the italicized forms in (27b-

e) are "tense markers"; but are they really tense markers? Clearly the forms ki- (27b), me- (27c-d) 

and na (27e) are aspect markers while the tense markers are carried by the auxiliary verb '-wa' (or 

'kuwa' as it is popularly known). In order to avoid this confusion between tense and aspect, it is 

better to distinguish between 'neutral' and 'marked' tense. A neutral tense is one which is not 

modified in any way whatsoever; it is one which relates an action or event to a time scale without 

any indication of whether such an action is progressing, completed, habitual or conditioned upon 

some other factors. On the other hand, a marked tense is modified to show aspect in addition to its 

usual function of relating an action to a time-scale. The following examples illustrate the proposed 

neutral/marked tense contrasts:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Non-temporal aspects                                                       

As already remarked earlier on in this paper, conventional analysis of the Kiswahili verbal aspect 

mentions only temporal aspects discussed above. Over the years, however, I have had an 

uncomfortable feeling that something other than and in addition to temporal reference is involved 

27 a.Alisoma       b.Alikuwa akiisoma             c.Alikuwa ameisoma 

 d.Atakuwa ameisoma             e.Huwa anaisoma    

28. NEUTRAL TENSE  MARKED TENSE 

 Pres.:  Present 

              Asoma/anasoma Amesoma 

  amekuwa akisoma 

  amekwisha soma 

  Past: 

 Past:  alikuwa anasoma 

              alisoma  alikuwa akisoma 

  alikuwa amesoma 

  alikuwa amekwisha soma 

  Future: 

 Future:  atakuwa akisoma 

              atasoma  atakuwa amesoma 

  atakuwa amekwisha soma 



in the aspectual patterns of the Kiswahili verb. These additional aspects are present in embedded 

sentences typified by the following examples:     

 

 

 

From the above data we can derive the following additional aspects in the Kiswahili verb, aspects 

that have no temporal reference:   

                                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

Characteristically, these other aspects are marked in the subordinate clause of a complex Kiswahili 

sentence. As modifiers of tense, such aspects modify the tense of the main sentence since in many 

of such cases the subordinate clause with non-temporal aspectual markers is not marked for tense. 

This feature appears to have influenced the traditional view that aspectual markers such as nge- 

ki-, po-, vyo- and nga are markers of subordination. This view is intuitively and basically correct 

as formally demonstrated in Wesana-Chomi(2012).   

I now turn to the suggestion that there is something other than and in addition to temporal reference 

involved in the aspectual patterns of the Kiswahili verb. This suggestion is illustrated in (27, 29) 

where it is clear that besides temporal aspects there are also conditional, concessive and manner 

/reason aspects as well. This second group of aspect markers has, however, another role. Besides 

carrying the relevant aspects, the morphemes ki-, nge-, nga-, po- and vyo- have a complementizer 

status (Wesana–Chomi 1974, 2012). In this connection consider again the data in (29) above. Each 

of the sentences in that data is a complex sentence containing two constituent clauses (let us call 

them, s1 and s2 for ease of reference) as illustrated below: 

  

 

 

Notice, however, that in such a structure there is no overt conjunction joining the two constituent 

sentences s1 and s2. The process of combining s1 and s2 in such cases appears to be accomplished 

by the relevant non–temporal aspectual morphemes listed in (30) above. On this view it is possible 

29 a.AKIja, nitamwuliza             b. INGAwa aliniona hakuniuliza 

 c.ANGEkuja, ningemwuliza      d.AliPOniona aliniuliza 

 e. AliVYO msahaulifu, hakuniuliza  

30 NON-TEMPORAL ASPECTS ASPECT MARKER 

 Conditional ki - ~- nge 

 Concessive nga- ~ japo 

 Manner/reason vyo - 

 ? consecutivity po- 

 Simultaneity po- 

31                      S1 

         Akija     

                              S2 

                                       Nitamwuliza 

       



to postulate as in Wesana–Chomi (1974, 2012) that such sentences originate as an abstract 

intermediate structure of the following form: 

 

 

 

     

      

 .     

 

 

 

 

 

This is not the place to discuss 

complex sentences of the type in (29). But three points here are in order. First, the P-marker in 

(32) is intended to show the complementizer status of the aspectual markers that have no temporal 

reference.  Secondly, the order of the constituent sentences in (29) is the result of a movement 

transformation not discussed here. Thirdly, in (32) the constituent comp. is moved to its correct 

position (marked with dots…) in the embedded sentence s2, by a positioning T-rule which is not 

also the subject of discussion in this paper.   

 

4.3 VOICE  

The concept of 'voice' usually refers to a two–term system which provides contrasting ways of 

identifying the 'agent' or 'doer' of the action in S-O-V constructions. This two-term system is 

reflected in the well-known active and passive 'voices' illustrated below: 

The two-term voice system contrasting active and passive patterns is probably justified in many 

European languages such as English and perhaps in other non–European languages so far 

documented.  However, the two–term voice system does not reflect the reality in Kiswahili. 

Kiswahili grammarians do not seem to agree as to how many 'voices' there are in the Kiswahili 

verb. At best most of them merely imply that there are two, reflecting those in the European 

32                              SI  

    (NP)                VP 

       V              S2 

 

             Comp              S2 

 

     (NP)           VP 

 

              prf  X            V 

 

 nitamwuliza         KI        a  ...         ja 

 ningemuliza        NGE            a  …    ku   ja 

aliniuliza             PO           a-li…     ni    ona 

          hawakuniuliza       PO        wa-li ...      ni   ona  

                                     

33 a.Juma alifunga mlango (Active Voice)   b. Mlango ulifungwa na Juma (Passive Voice) 



tradition. On the other hand, there are a very few (e.g. Broomfield (1931), Kapinga (1983), Nkwera 

(1978) who hesitatingly recognize three such 'voices' namely, active (kauli ya kutenda), passive 

(kauli ya kutendewa) and stative (kauli ya kutendeka) as in                   (34a-c) respectively: 

  

                                                                  

'Voice' in this paper is extended beyond its traditional applications to include nominal roles other 

than the 'agent' or 'doer' of the action in the Kiswahili verb.  As is well-known, the structure of the 

verb in Kiswahili plays a key role in identifying the 'agent' or doer of the action. Specifically, there 

is a system of suffix morphemes that serve this function. So far as I have been able to determine 

there are at least seven such suffixes as Eastman (ibid.) and others have shown. The relevant 

suffixes here are the following:  

35 SUFFIX FUNCTION MARKED SUFFIX FUNCTION MARKED 

 -a active {-W} passive 

 {-I} benefactive {-IK} stative 

 {-ISH} causative {-U} reversive} 

 -an reciprocal/associative   

 

Though basically correct in its essentials, this position is misleading in several important respects. 

First of all, as already noted above (see section 2 above), it is by no means a settled point that the 

final '-a' in the verb is in fact a suffix. Secondly it is 'derived' verbs that are associated with the 

nominal roles or functions listed in (35), but in Kiwahili, every derived verb ends in the form '–a'. 

This situation creates a descriptive problem because having been committed to the view that '–a' 

in Kiswahili verbs marks the active pattern, what does one have to say about a verb that includes 

suffixes besides '-a'? Consider, for example, the following data: 

 

 

 

The problem here is that the suffix morpheme'-a' does not necessarily mark the so-called active 

pattern, otherwise we would be forced to say that the sentences in (36b-f) are active (because all 

the verbs here have the –a suffix) as well as being passive, causative, benefactive stative and 

reciprocal/associative respectively (since they contain the relevant suffixes that mark these 

patterns). But this is not to say that we cannot argue that it is possible to find a  

Kiswahili verb being marked for more than one role. This is, in fact, what the data (36) reflects. 

Under these circumstances, a clear suggestion emerges to the effect that in Kiswahili "Voice" 

should be seen as a minimal seven term system reflecting various nominal roles. Those roles are 

morphologically marked in the verb by suffix morphemes otherwise known as "markers of 

34 a. Alifunga mlango b. Mlango ulifungwa  c.Mlango unafungika? 

36. a.Baba alimpiga mtoto b. Mtoto alipigwa na baba 

 c.Mama alimpigisha mtoto d .Nitakupigia ndege huyo 

 e.Ndege huyo anapigika kweli? f . Watoto walikuwa wakipigana 



extended verbs" (Eastman1967). Thus by the addition of the appropriate "voice markers" to the 

verbal root, various voice patterns can be generated as in the following illustration;  

                                                    

                                                                                                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

The term "neutral voice"10 is preferred here to the more usual "active voice" because its marker, 

the '-a' suffix is clearly neutral with respect to role marking since it occurs in all voice patterns 

without affecting the presence of any other "voice" present in the verb and its total meaning. A 

verb may have one or more "voices" besides the neutral one as the illustration  in (37) above shows.

   

 

5.  Summary and closing remarks   

This paper was primarily concerned with identifying deictic categories and functions in the 

Kiswahili verb. But before that task, it was necessary to provide a response to the question: What 

is a verb in Kiswahili? Two structural types of the Kiswahili verb were identified, one 

morphological, the other morphosyntactic, the latter of which houses the relevant deictic forms. 

                 

The question was raised concerning the status of the final 'a' in Kiswahili verbs: is it a phoneme or 

a morpheme? Proponents of the so-called final 'a' vowel in the Kiswahili verb clearly imply that 

the final 'a' is a phoneme while those who describe it as a suffix equally clearly imply that it is a 

morpheme10. The merits and demerits of each position were discussed with real data from 

Kiswahili with the conclusion that the ‘final-a suffix' position has more to offer considering two 

crucial areas of Kiswahili grammar. One such area concerns the derivation of nouns such as mpigo 

from the verb piga where the ‘final-vowel’ a disappears, indicating that it is not part of the verbal 

root. The other crucial area of Kiswahili grammar which discredits the ‘final-a' vowel position has 

to do with the formation of the so-called extended verbs such as pigwa in which the form '-w' 

clearly interrupts the assumed root pig-a with the unsettling but perfectly logical suggestion that 

'-w' is an infix and not a suffix as is currently considered to be, a suggestion that is consistent with 

final-vowel fiction.   

37 VERBAL  

ROOT 

VOICE  

MARKER 

VERB  

GENERATED 

VOICE PATTERN 

GENERATED 

  -a funga neutral 

  {-W} fungwa passive 

  {-I} fungia benefactive/instrumental 

  {-IK} fungika stative 

 fungu- {-ISH} fungisha causative 

  {-U} Fungua reversive 

  -an fungana reciprocal/associative 



In describing the Kiswahili verb, there is a need to distinguish between its morphological structure 

on the one hand and its morphosyntactic structure on the other. It is suggested here that the 

morphological structure be regarded as the basic structure of the verb. In other words, the basic 

verb in Kiswahili is considered here to exclude person, tense, aspect and voice marking. 

                

 Currently there is confusion between tense and aspect, especially where aspectual markers such 

as me and ki– when co-occurring with clear tense markers like the past tense marker li- are wrongly 

described as tense markers in the so-called "compound tense" patterns such as:  

Alikuwa amepika ugali (past tense; perfect aspect)  

Alikuwa akipika ugali (past tense; progressive aspect) 

 Aspect in Kiswahili involves something other than and in addition to temporal reference. 

Examples of non–temporal aspects include: condition, concession, manner/reason among others 

as indicated in sections 3-0 and 4-2 above.       

A related issue discussed in this paper concerns the question of what constitutes a verb phrase in 

Kiswahili. It was noted that a VP involves ICs that are words, not morphemes. Specifically in 

Kiswahili a VP is a syntactic construction that involves a main verb and one or more of the 

following: a noun phrase or an auxiliary verb as illustrated in (19-21) above or a combination of 

all those constituents.                    

The deictic category of "voice" is still ill-understood in Kiswahili grammar.  On the one hand, 

there is the unjustified assumption that the two–term system of the so-called active and passive 

"voices" common among European languages is also reflected in Kiswahili. This view is clearly 

contradicted by Kiswahili data and there have been earlier attempts (e.g. Broomfield 1931) to 

correct this assumption by recognizing a third voice. There is evidence to show that "voice" 

involves more than just the identification of the "agent" or "doer" of the action. "Voice" in this 

paper is therefore extended beyond its traditional applications to include "roles" other than agent 

or doer of the action. Accordingly, it is suggested that "voice" in Kiswahili be seen as a seven-term 

system reflecting various nominal roles as briefly discussed in section 4-3 above.   

      

Notes 

* This is the second of six projected articles based on my on-going Research Project: Rewriting 

Kiswahili Descriptive Grammar 

                                                  1 Current analysis is 

divided between those who regard the final 'a' in a verb like pika as a vowel on the one hand and 

those who regard it as a suffix on the other; see discussion in section 2 below. 



2 Other grammarians such as Ashton (1944), Kapinga (1983) regard –ia as the suffix in a verb like 

alitupikia. 

3 See note 1 above. 

4 i.e. in verbs of Bantu origin. 

5The forms dominated by the constituent designated ‘Auxd’ are currently described as ‘suffixes’ 

but the logical implication of the final-a vowel position suggests otherwise: see discussion 

immediately below. 

6 But this is not always the case; for example, what is the meaning of ‘po’ in: isipokuwa  

7 See also: Wesana-Chomi (1995)  

8 Since a VP involves ICS that are words, a structure like: alitufurahia is not a verb phrase because 

its ICS are morhemes, not words. This is not to say, however, that alitufurahia cannot function 

as a VP because it can by virtue of its ability to be V-dominated, among other things. 

Nevertheless, it is important here to appreciate the difference between form and function. A 

single verb as in the above illustration functions like a verb phrase even if it doesn’t have the 

form or shape of a verb phrase as characterised above. Conversely, just because a VP like 

alikimbia haraka may function like the single verb alikimbia doesn’t mean that alikimbia 

haraka is a verb. Thus although form and function may concide, this is not always the case.  

9 The rules in (15-22) above contain some unusual abbreviations explained below:  

   VR = verb root     CDN = condition    CSN = concession     MNN = Manner  

    POS=Possibility    DBT = Doubt         WRY = Worry            CSA = Causative     

    BEN= benefactive     STA= statative   REV = reversive          ASS  =associative  

10 The problem here is, in part, terminological but it is nevertheless a very serious one. First, the 

terminology used to refer to the structure of the verb is inappropriate and confusing with far 

reaching consequences than has hither to been noticed. In particular, it seems to me that any 

mention of vowel or consonant in a word is intended to refer to some aspect of its phonemic 

and not to some aspect of its morphological structure. The morphological structure of a word is 

describable in terms of the form, position and functions of its morphemes. Thus, it is 

inappropriate and consequently confusing to describe the morphological structure of Kiswahili 

verbs by any mention of its phonemes (for example, by talking of the final vowel ‘a’ in the verb) 

unless any particular phoneme in the word has specific grammatical value. Secondly, if one is 

committed to the view that so-called final ‘a’ vowel is part of the verb, it is sheer inconsistency 

not to accept the logical conclusion that:  

(a) the verbal root in such cases has the phonological structure: fff–a where 

‘fff-‘ represents a combination of consonant and vowel phonemes.  



(b) such a root is an interrupted root in which the so-called final ‘a’ vowel is 

preceded by one or more infixes, not suffixes as currently assumed.   

But such logical conclusion is clearly at variance with the realities on the ground. 
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