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ABSTRACT                                                                                                         

Grammar constitutes two integral components: morphology and syntax. A grammar may be either a 

descriptive or a teaching grammar. This paper is concerned with aspects of Kiswahili descriptive 

grammar. Rewriting Kiswahili Descriptive Grammar is a cover term used here for selected topics 

which have not received the attention they deserve. For over a hundred and sixty years since Krapf 

(1850) Kiswahili grammarians have provided significant insights into our knowledge of Kiswahili 

descriptive grammar. However, there have also been gaps, misconceptions and controversies 

generated by grammarians .This paper proposes to highlight some of those gaps, misconceptions and 

controversies relating Kiswahili verbal structure, the nature and status of two special verbs: kuwa and 

na, the classification of Kiswahili nouns, Kiswahili nominal modifiers often misleadingly called 

“adjectives”, Kiswahili prepositions and the so-called adverbial clauses,the latter two of which are 

areas currently very much ill-understood. Specifically, the proposed Research Programme is designed 

to explore the following topics: (1)  Issues in Kiswahili verbal structure: A study in Kiswahili 

descriptive  morphology  (2) Aspects of the Grammar of the Verb {-WA}                (3) Towards an 

alternative classification of Kiswahili nouns (4) The morpho-syntax of Kiswahili Nominal Modifiers: 

The case of superficial and underlying modifier Forms (5) The status and nature of Kiswahili 

prepositions and related structures (6) Where do adverbial clauses come from? This list reflects my 

own research interests and is thus non-exhaustive. In order to stimulate the interest of other scholars 

in these and related topics, suggestions are offered on each topic including the background to the study, 

a possible statement of the research problem and possible objectives of the study. No sections on 

literature review and analysis are specifically mentioned mainly because, in linguistics, the practice is 

that literature review provides the background as well as hints on how data will be analyzed. In this 

paper both the backgrounds and statements of the problems  provide the basis for  claiming that there 

is a need to revisit current Kiswahili descriptive grammars with three broad objects. First, to highlight 

controversial issues in selected areas of Kiswahili descriptive grammar and to attempt to resolve them 

in an informed manner. Secondly, to highlight gaps in our current knowledge of hitherto largely 

neglected areas of Kiswahili descriptive grammar. Thirdly, to highlight certain misconceptions 

regarding certain aspects of Kiswahili descriptive grammar and to attempt to correct them         

  I. Introduction                                                                                                         

Within the framework of mainstream linguistics, the discipline of grammar constitutes two integral 

components: morphology and syntax. A book or an article written on any or both of these aspects on any 

language is a comprehensive or partial grammar, respectively, of that language.  A grammar may be either a 

descriptive or a teaching grammar. This paper is concerned with aspects of Kiswahili descriptive 

grammar.Rewriting Kiswahili Descriptive Grammar is a cover term used here for selected topics which, for 

a long time, have not received the attention they deserve. Kiswahili descriptive grammars have been in 



existence for over a hundred and sixty years since Krapf (1850). During this period a great deal of insight has 

been gained in our knowledge of Kiswahili descriptive grammar. However, there have also been gaps, 

misconceptions and controversies generated by successive Kiswahili grammarians. A programme of research 

on Rewriting Kiswahili Descriptive Grammar should investigate the apparent gaps, controversies and 

misconceptions relating to many aspects including the following:   

1)Kiswahili verbal structure     

2)The status and nature of two special verbs, namely, the verb kuwa, and the verb na.                                        

3)The classification of Kiswahili nouns.                    

4) Nominal modifiers sometimes misleadingly called ‘adjectives’ in teaching grammars written in English.                        

5)Kiswahili prepositions, an area currently very much ill-understood                                                    6) The 

so-called  adverbial clauses.                                             

Two points should be noted about this list. One, it is not exhaustive. Two, the choice of   those topics is based 

upon my own research interests in the relevant areas. It is hoped that this paper will inspire readers to identify 

other areas that should be given more attention by Kiswahili grammarians than is currently the case.                                                                                                                              

Under the suggested research programme, I have identified six specific topics of Kiswahili descriptive 

grammar for investigation. In order to stimulate the interest of other scholars who might wish to carry out 

research on any such topics, I should like to offer some remarks along the following lines. Under the proposed 

programme, each topic might constitute a self-contained study. For each study, I would like to offer 

suggestions on the background to the study, a possible statement of the research problem and possible 

objectives of the study. No                         

sections on literature review and analysis are specifically mentioned here. This is because, in    linguistics, the 

practice is that literature review provides the background as well as hints on the way data will be analyzed. 

This point will be easily ascertained by a close look at each of the backgrounds for the six topics singled out 

for possible investigation. The data for the entire project can be obtained from secondary sources. Such 

sources might constitute existing descriptive grammars of Kiswahili including books and articles. This data 

can be sourced in public libraries including the University of Dares salaam Main Library, here in the Institute 

of Kiswahili Studies and elsewhere in Europe and the USA.  I am not sure whether a visit to the UNESCO 

Documentation Centre in Zanzibar would yield some of the relevant data.    

Both the backgrounds and statements of the problems to be given provide the basis for the claim that there is 

a need to revisit current Kiswahili descriptive grammars with three broad objects, namely:                                                  

(1) To highlight controversial issues in selected areas of Kiswahili descriptive grammar and to attempt to 

resolve those issues in an informed manner                            

(2) To highlight gaps in our current knowledge of hitherto largely neglected areas of Kiswahili descriptive 

grammar.   

 (3) To highlight certain misconceptions regarding certain aspects of Kiswahili descriptive grammar and to 

attempt to correct those misconceptions     

The six topics so far identified for investigation  are as follows:                  

(1) Unresolved issues in Kiswahili verbal structure: A study in Kiswahili descriptive   

morphology         



 (2) The status and nature of the verb{-WA} .                                                

(3) Towards an alternative classification of Kiswahili nouns                       

(4) Explorations in the morphology of Kiswahili Nominal Modifiers: The case of superficial and underlying 

modifier Forms                                     

(5) The status and nature of Kiswahili prepositions and related structures                                                                         

(6) Where do adverbial clauses come from?   

                         

II. Backgrounds, Research Problems and Objectives                                    

1. Unresolved issues in Kiswahili verbal structure: A study in Kiswahili descriptive morphology 

                               

1.1 Background 

 The 

concept of a verb in current Kiswahili linguistics literature is used loosely to refer to three different though 

related morphological constructions illustrated by the following 

examples:                

   

 

Example (1a) is a construction that consists of a verbal root (VR) som- together with the form -a; (1b) consists 

of the root som- plus the forms a-, li- , and -a while (1c) consists of the verbal root som- together with the 

forms a-, li-, tu-, -e and –a. These examples seem to suggest two     -2-                                            

structural types of the Kiswahili verb: one morphological as in (1a) and the other morpho-                                  

syntactic as in (1b-c) above. The morphological verbal construction appears to be the basic verb and it  

consists of a root (VR) plus a final suffix (Sfx) controversially called the ‘final vowel’ in the literature. In 

other words, a purely morphological verbal structure in Kiswahili excludes all person, number, tense, aspect 

and voice marking as illustrated  in (1) below: 

 

                                                        

    

       

 

 

 

 

On the other hand, a morpho-syntactic verbal structure consists of a verbal root (VR) preceded and followed 

by  multifunctional deictic ‘constituents’ AUXd1 as in (3) and AUXd2 as in (4) above:                             

                           

As far as I know, the distinction drawn here between a morphological and a morpho-syntactic verbal structure 

in Kiswahili has not been noted so far. Moreover, the status and functions of the deictic forms are still matters 

of controversy. Glaring examples of this point is the assertion that there is a habitual tense marked by the 

prefix hu- in the Kiswahili verb (Ashton,1944, Myachina 1983) or that the prefixes ki-  and nge- are markers 

of the so-called ki- and nge- tenses (Ashton, Myachina ibid.), whatever that means                       

Indeed, there are very many controversial issues concerning Kiswahili verbal structure.  For example, it is 

still a moot point:                                            

1 a.Soma     b.  alisoma   c. alitusomea 

4  

 

Auxd1    VR     Auxd2 

 

a-li-tu-   som-       -e-a 

ni-ta-ku-  pik-       -i-a 

3  

 

Auxd1  VR  Auxd2 

 

a-li-      som-       -a 

ni-ta-    pik-        -a 

2  

 

 

VR        Sfx 

Som-      -a 

Pik-        -a 



5a) whether the final –a in the verb is better described as a vowel or as suffix morpheme                                           b)    

whether all post-person affixes before the VR are prefixes or infixes                                            

c)    whether ‘ia’ as in , for example, alitupikia is one morpheme or two                                  

d) whether it is correct to refer to a construction like alitupikia as a verb phrase (VP)                                        (e)  

whether the form ki- or nge- in the so-called conditional verbs are tense markers and if so, what tenses do 

they mark.                                                        

(f) whether there are more verbal aspects than just those with a temporal reference such as the progressive, 

the habitual and the perfective aspects in the Kiswahili verb                                  

(g) whether there are more ‘voice’ patterns (kauli za kitenzi) in Kiswahili verb than those currently identified

                                                                                         

In virtually all cases, successive Kiswahili grammarians have not stopped to reflect on these and other issues 

but have simply contented themselves with the status quo bequeathed upon them by their predecessors. The 

above is by no means an exhaustive list of unresolved issues in Kiswahili verbal morphology, but though 

limited, the list points to a need for scholars of Kiswahili grammar to be clear about three things in general. 

One, what is the basic structure of the Kiswahili verb? In particular, the status of the final –a form in Kiswahili 

verbs of Bantu origin should be resolved. Two, what are the functions of the forms dominated by the-  ‘AUX’ 

constituent in morpho-syntactic verb? Three, what constitutes a verb phrase (VP) in   Kiswahili? There is thus 

a need to provide answers to these general questions as well as answers to the specific question posed in (5a 

. g) above.  

     

 1.2 The Research Problem                    

Although a lot is currently known about the Kiswahili verb, there are still several issues that are unclear and 

which have generated controversies and uncertainties in this area of Kiswahili descriptive grammar. 

Specifically, there is a need to provide informed answers to the following questions: (1) What is the 

morphological structure of the Kiswahili verb? (2) What evidence is there to suggest a distinction between 

the morphological and syntactic structure of the Kiswahili verb? (3) What is the status and functions of the 

affixes in the Kiswahili verb? (4) What constitutes a verb phrase (VP) in Kiswahili?  .                            

1.3 The Research Objectives                       

(1) To provide answers to the questions posed in section 1.2 above                                 

(2) To taxonomise the deictic forms and functions dominated by the Aux constituents in the   morpho-syntactic 

verb                                   

(3) To address the controversy surrounding the status and function of the final form ‘a’ in the verb: is it a 

phoneme or a morpheme?                                            

(4) To rewrite this aspect of Kiswahili descriptive grammar                  

 

2. Aspects of he Grammar  of the Verb { -WA}                

2.1 Background                                              

In Kiswahili, there is a verb {–WA} popularly known as the verb kuwa. Traditional grammarians hint at the 

possibility that this verb may have numerous variants but they do not provide any grammatical evidence for 

this suggestion. Ashton (1944) and later Loogman (1965) listed the forms ni, li, na and yu as variants of the 

verb {–WA}. Ashton went further and suggested that such variants occur in different environments, a 

suggestion which is consistent with the concept of an allomorph. Ashton lists the relevant environments as 

follows:                  

 

1. ENVIRONMENT                     -WA VERBAL PATTERN                            



                                               Relative                            Non-relative                                                              

a)   Location                              aliyepo                               yupo                                   

b)   Identification                      aliye mpishi                        ni mpishi                               

c)   State                                  aliye tayari                         ni tayari ni tayari              

d)  Association                        liye na kiu                         ana kiu            

                                              

It should be noted that the environments which Ashton associates with the occurrence of the variants of the 

verb –WA are semantic rather than grammatical environments. Moreover, Ashton wrongly assumes that the 

verbal form na as in (1d) is a variant of the verb –WA. In an attempt to augment her argument that ni and wa 

verbal forms are variants of the verb         {–WA}, Ashton gives the following examples:   

                                                             

2 a.Juma ni mwalimu b.Juma alikuwa mwalimu c.Juma atakuwa mwalimu 

 

However, Ashton makes no attempt to explain the environment in which the variant wa     

occurs in the above examples. It is true that Ashton observes that the function of ni in (2a) is to identify the 

noun Juma. But that observation does not answer the important question: what relationship is there between 

the form ni in (2a) and the form wa in (2b-c)? The answer to that question is the one which can provide the 

grammatical environment which causes the verb  { –WA} to change and become ni or wa.                                               

The verb kuwa regularly co-occurs with the verb na to form the verb phrase (VP) kuwa na. Ashton and later 

traditional grammarians have always claimed, wrongly, that the VP kuwa na is a single verb. Specifically, 

the traditional claim is that kuwa na is a variant of the verb kuwa which in the context of an associative pattern 

becomes kuwa na as in the following examples:            

   

 

In other, words, the claim here is that kuwa na is an allomorph of kuwa. But this analysis does not in any way 

explain the relationship between the sentences in (3a and 3b) on the one hand and that between the (3a and 

3c) on the other. This raises two questions. One, if kuwa is a morphemic constituent of the so-called verb 

kuwa na, why doesn’t the form kuwa occur in (3a)? Two, exactly how are the sentences in (3a-c) related to 

each other? There is evidence to show that kuwa and na are distinct verbs but this evidence is not explored in 

previous Kiswahili grammars.           Other scholars including Kapinga (1983) consider the verbal forms ni, 

li, ndi and wa to be distinct verbs from the verb {–WA} . However, there is also evidence to show that these 

forms are morphemic variants of the verb {–WA}. But previous grammars stop short of exploring that 

evidence.       

2.2.The research Problem                                                            

Current Kiswahili grammars have failed to provide a principled and adequate analysis of the verb    {–WA} 

and its relation to the verb na in the VP kuwa na.  Moreover, whatever little explanation there is is quite 

flawed in many respects. There is therefore a need to revisit the verbs kuwa and na in order to fill the missing 

gaps in the current knowledge about them as well as to correct the flawed analyses and in so doing rewrite 

this aspect of Kiswahili descriptive grammar .                

2.3 The Research objectives            

(1) To establish the relationship between the verb {–WA} and the verbal forms traditionally considered 

distinct verbs including ni, li, yu and others                    

(2) To show that the form na is a separate verb from kuwa and  that therefore there is no verb  kuwa 

2 a.Juma ana kisu b.Juma atakuwa na kitabu c.Juma alikuwa na kitabu 



na in Kiswahili                                                                               

(3) To establish the relationship between the verb na and the verb kuwa                                       

(4) To rewrite thus aspect of Kiswahili descriptive grammar        

 

3.Towards an alternative classification of Kiswahili nouns  -5-                                        

3.1 The Background                               

The noun constitutes the single fundamental word category around which Kiswahili grammar is built. This is 

because the noun influences the structure of other word categories including the verb, all types of nominal 

modifiers and prepositions. The nature of this influence is determined by the class of the noun which co-

occurs with these other word categories. Specifically, the noun-class determines the nature and marker of the 

concordial relationship between the nouns belonging to a particular nominal class and a particular verb, 

preposition or nominal modifier when the noun co-occurs with any of these word categories in a sentence. In 

this way, nominal classification in Kiswahili descriptive grammar is central to an adequate understanding of 

Kiswahili syntax.                                                  

 

Nominal classification has dominated the efforts of Kiswahili grammarians for over a hundred and sixty years. 

Nevertheless, up to now it is still a poorly answered question as to the number of noun classes there are in 

Kiswahili. For Steere (1875) and Ashton (1944) there are eight noun classes. Meinhof (1932) has seventeen 

classes; Loogman has seven while Myachina(1981) claims that there are eighteen classes. Other grammarians 

such as  Kapinga (1983) have postulated 18/9 classes in the same breath while Kihore et al (2001) claim that 

there are fourteen classes. Worse still, many of the postulated noun classes in any classificatory framework 

are so overlapping that the whole exercise is rendered virtually worthless. Moreover, some noun classes 

exclude nouns which on other grounds would be included in a particular class. This is the case with the so-

called M -W class of nouns which excludes many nouns with no prefixes but these are nouns which 

syntactically belong to that class.  

   

 Quite clearly, currently nominal classification has become untenable for purposes of an adequate descriptive 

grammar. The problem seems to lie in the large variety and combination of criteria currently used in 

classifying Kiswahili nouns. This implies that an adequate answer to the question regarding the number of 

Kiswahili noun classes requires a critical review of the criteria used by various Kiswahili grammarians.  Such 

a review will expose the inherent weaknesses of those criteria and help to suggest an alternative classification 

devoid of, most if not all, the weaknesses of previous nominal classifications in Kiswahili.               

 

3.2 The research Problem           

For over a hundred and sixty years now Kiswahili grammarians have been pre-occupied with the task of 

classifying Kiswahili nouns. However, up to now no definitive answer has been given to the question 

regarding the number of noun classes in Kiswahili. As pointed out in section 3.1 above, this question cannot 

easily be answered because the number of Kiswahili noun classes depends on the criteria used in classifying 

the nouns. Accordingly, an adequate answer to that question requires a critical review of the criteria used to 

arrive at a given number of noun classes. Such a review will help to unravel the weaknesses implicit in those 



criteria and suggest a way forward for an alternative classification devoid of most, if not all the weaknesses 

in previous nominal classifications in Kiswahili. This is the problem which this study would attempt to 

address.  

     3.3 

3.3The Research objectives   

 (1)To provide a critical review of the criteria used by previous linguists to classify Kiswahili nouns                                          

(2) To show that previous classifications of Kiswahili nouns are heavily flawed                           

(3) To propose an alternative classification which is unencumbered by the problems associated with previous 

classifications                                                          

(4) To rewrite this aspect of Kiswahili descriptive grammar  

                                                     

4.0 Explorations in the morphology of Kiswahili Nominal Modifiers: the case of superficial and 

underlying modifier forms 

               

4.1 Background                   

As a syntactic word category, Kiswahili modifiers (MD) include words which in various ways modify a noun 

(N) in a noun phrase (NP) structure in (1) below:                                                             

                               

                                

                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the current Kiswahili descriptive grammatical literature, the focus of attention among   scholars including 

Ashton (1944), Loogman (1965), Myachina (1981), Kapinga (1983) among others has been exclusively on 

modifiers as syntactic constituents of noun phrases as in the above examples. But Kiswahili modifiers have a  

crucial morphological structure which plays a crucial role in the structure of noun phrases.. Such a 

morphological structure consists of a concordial prefix (CP) and root (RT) of the modifier as shown in   (2) 

above 

 

1         NP 

 

N            MOD 

 

kitabu       kikubwa 

matunda   mabivu 

  mtoto      yule 

2           NP 

 

  N           MOD 

 

              CP       RT 

 

Kitabu   ki       kubwa 

Matunda ma   bivu 

Mtoto    yu     le     



Almost without exception, Kiswahili descriptive grammarians have ignored the morphological aspects of 

Kiswahili modifiers. This situation might be explained by the fact that it is not always easy, on the basis of 

surface structure evidence alone to isolate the constituent morphemes of Kiswahili modifiers. Moreover, 

surface structure evidence alone is not a reliable tool for such a task. For, example, given the fact that a 

Kiswahili modifier consists of a CP and RT, what are the constituent morphemes of the following modifiers?                                    

                           

A possible answer might be given in the form of a table in which the 

root and concordial prefixes can be displayed as follows:                                                                                                                                                                     

. 

 

 

 

 

But such an answer is clearly 

unsatisfactory because it raises serious 

questions. For example, if the        modifier 

wangu is assumed to consist of the prefix wa- plus the root –angu, why is the result of adding the prefix to 

the root the ill-formed for *waangu. This question is also relevant to the formation of the ill-formed forms 

*waote and *waingine So, just what is involved in the derivation          of the modifiers wangu, wote and 

wengine  from their ill-formed counter-parts? The questions raised above suggest two things. First, the 

identification of the constituent morphemes in Kiswahili   modifiers is not as straightforward a process as the 

above table seems to suggest. But this is precisely the assumption implied in current Kiswahili descriptive 

grammars. Specifically, the formation of modifiers such as wangu and wote is not a simple process of adding 

a prefix to the modifier root. The process involves not only the selection of the appropriate prefix but also 

certain morphological transformations which change, for example, the ill-formed form *waangu to wangu. 

Moreover, the appropriate selection of the modifier prefix depends on knowledge of the complex noun 

classification in Kiswahili which is fundamentally associated with modifier structure. No study that I am 

aware of has specifically focused on the morphology of Kiswahili modifiers. It is therefore no surprising 

matter that such issues have no not only been raised but they have either been glossed over or even simply 

ignored.                             

                               

   4.2 The research Problem               

 No study that I am aware of has focused specifically on the morphology of Kiswahili modifiers with the 

result that little is known about the morphological structure of such modifiers and the processes involved in 

their formation. Specifically, there is a need for a principled account of the constituent morphemes of 

Kiswahili modifiers and the morpho-phonological transformations involved in their derivation. This study 

seeks to address the above issues by providing answers to the questions raised above.     

      

4.3 Objectives:                                            

1)  To provide a morphological description of Kiswahili modifiers                                              

2)  To propose an adequate framework within which to describe Kiswahili modifiers as well as modifiers in 

other Bantu languages                                                                                            

3) To specify the inter-face between morphology and syntax in relation to Kiswahili modifier                                     

4) To fill gaps in the current knowledge of the morphological structure of Kiswahili modifiers.                      

3 Wangu   wote   wengine 

  4       CP             RT MODIFIER MODIFIER 

          wa      - angu *waangu                                 wangu 

           wa        -ote  *waote   wote 

            wa       -ingine  *waingine    wengine 



5) To rewrite this aspect of Kiswahili grammar                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

                        

5. The status and nature of Kiswahili prepositions and related structures                   

5.1 Background                            

Among the previous Kiswahili descriptive grammarians, there are a few who have hesitatingly identified a 

word category which supposedly includes words known as prepositions. Examples of                            such 

words are given with little or no explanation with the result that the reader hardly understands the nature of 

this word category and how it co-occurs with other word categories in Kiswahili.     

         -8-                     Worse still, the examples 

given together with whatever little explanation there might be are clearly dubious. Consider, for example, the 

claim made by Ashton together with that of her followers such as Myachina (1981:58) Kapinga (1983:185) 

and Mbaabu (1992:55). All those scholars claim that in Kiswahili prepositions include “words” such as the 

following:             

                                                                   

The above examples are quite dubious are quite dubious because they are clearly inconsistent with the concept 

of “word”. In classifying words into this or that category (traditionally known as parts of speech), the first 

thing to consider is whether the relevant form is indeed a word. In other words, any form considered to be a 

preposition must first be authenticated to be a word, more specifically, a single word. None of the above 

examples constitutes single words because they are clearly groups of words. Therefore those                           

groups of words cannot be taken to illustrate the concept of a preposition as a word category. It so happens 

that in those groups of words are contained three prepositions, namely, ya, wa and na but this information is 

not gleaned from the purported examples or the accompanying explanations if and when any explanations are 

offered in previous grammars. The absence of the relevant information about Kiswahili prepositions clearly 

makes it difficult to understand the concept of a preposition as a word category and how this concept is 

realized in Kiswahili.                

                          

   5.2 The Research Problem       

The nature and status of Kiswahili prepositions are issues that are either ignored or only paid superficial 

attention with the result that Kiswahili prepositions constitute an  

area that is ill-understood in Kiswahili descriptive grammar. There is thus a need for a more focused 

exploration  

of this aspect of Kiswahili grammar in order to provide the missing information about Kiswahili prepositions.

              

                                                            

  5.3 The Research Objective                                                              

(1) To explicate the notion of preposition as a Kiswahili word category                  

 (2) To identify morphological types of prepositions in Kiswahili             

  (3) To identify and analyse prepositional phrases and their relations with verb phrase, noun phrase 

and adverbial phrase constituents.          

 6. Where do Kiswahili adverbial clauses come from?                                                        

6.1 Backg round                    

 Traditional and current grammars of  Kiswahili regard any relative (1), nominal (2) and adverbial 

5 

 

juu ya    chini ya   ndani ya    karibu na  kabla ya   baada ya   pamoja na     upande wa                                                                                                             

 kwa sababu ya     kwa niaba ya 



 (3a-d) clause below as instances of sentential subordination                                                  

          

       

      

      

                  

  

 

Even a cursory examination of the above data will show that subordinate clauses in Kiswahili constitute a 

wide range of constructions. This situation has led to a descriptive problem of this aspect of Kiswahili 

grammar. The problem is that of providing an inclusive statement regarding the subordinate nature of these 

apparently ill-assorted constructions. What is it that the italicized sentences in (1 -3) above have in common 

to justify describing them all as subordinate clauses? In English, scholarly grammarians responded to that 

question by dividing subordinate clauses in three major classes as follows:                   

           

4 a.adjectival clauses as in(1) 

 Nomina clauses as in (2) 

c. Adverbial clauses as in (3a-d) 

                 

 To some extent this is a satisfactory answer because it makes it easy to identify each category of subordinate 

clause. However, it does not go far enough to specify what the three types of subordinate clause have in 

common. In other, words, the response of the scholarly grammarians does not provide a formal definition of 

what a subordinate clause is.           

                         

 The problem of defining the notion of subordinate clause can be graphically illustrated by examining 

diagrams (5 -7) which represent sentences that can be assigned subordinate clause analysis (Rosebaum 1967, 

R.Lakoff 1968, Fillmore 1963, Chomsky 1965, Lester 1971, Lile 1971):     

     

 

       

     

     

     

     

     

       

   

In two of these diagrams (i.e.5-6) 

the subordinate clause S` is embedded in an NP. In (7), however, the subordinate clause is presumably 

dominated by an adverbial constituent of some sort. This raises the question: what is it that adverbial clauses 

have in common with relative and nominal clause for them to be lumped together? This is in fact a question 

1 Kitabu kilichoptea kimepatikana 

2 Tumesikia kwamba waasi wamevamia mji wa Kisimayo 

3a. Ikiwa huna pesa, utaishije hapa mjini? 

3b Sikumwona kwa sababu hakuwepo 

3c Fanya kama unavyoona vyema 

3d Alipopata mimba Jane, basi bwanake Juma akamkimbia 

5           NP 

 

NP                S` 

 

Kitabu    ulichonunua 

6           NP 

 

N                     S` 

 

Habari       kwamba  waasi wamevamia  mji umevamiwa 

7               ADV 

 

?ADV              S` 

  

?kwa           sababu hakuwepo                                                  

 ?ikiwa        huna pesa                                  

 ? kama       atakuja                                                

 ? kama        unavyona vyema                              



which asks for a syntactic definition of  the notion:  subordinate clause . The diagram in (5 – 7) each defines 

a subordinate clause type. To claim that some subordinate clauses are embedded in a noun phrase (5 – 6) 

while others are embedded in an adverbial phrase would be fair enough if it can be shown that the are 

Kiswahili adverbs which actually dominate adverbial clause as diagram (7) wrongly suggests. I am not aware 

of any Kiswahili scholar who has identified such adverbs. There is thus this far no compelling reason for 

including adverbial clauses in the class of subordinate clauses. This in turn dictates the need to provide a 

satisfactory syntactic definition of the notion of subordinate clause. Such a definition must involve a crucial 

property that adverbial clauses share with the clear case of sentential subordination, namely relative and 

nominal clauses.            

       

6.2 The research problem                                                 

Kiswahili descriptive and teaching grammars usually subsume the so-called adverbial clauses in the class of 

embedded sentences. However, this is done on the unsubstantiated assumption that adverbial clauses are 

sentences that are embedded in an adverbial constituent of the main sentence. But available data cast serious 

doubt on this assumption: so-called adverbial clauses are not sentences embedded in an adverbial constituent 

whether in deep or surface structure. But if this is the case, what then is the type of categorical constituent 

into which adverbial clauses are embedded? In other words, where do adverbial clauses come from? The 

answer to that question will help to specify the nature of the embedding relation involved in adverbial clauses. 

I will also help to relate adverbial clauses to the clearest instances of sentential subordination and ultimately 

provide a syntactically inclusive definition of the notion of subordinate clause.    

                                         

6.3 Objectives of the research                                  

(1) To identify and describe the source of the so-called adverbial clauses in Kiswahili                 

(2) To identify the nature of the embedding relation involved in adverbial clauses                         

(3) To show how adverbial clauses are related to the received types of sentential subordination and  

 in so doing to provide an inclusive formal definition of a subordinate clause.          

 (4) To rewrite this aspect of Kiswahili descriptive grammar.        

              

 Postcript: Significance of the suggested research programme                                         

From both the descriptive and applied perspectives, the suggested programme of research is an    

important one. From a descriptive point of view, the study is significant in the following ways. First of all, it 

will address key issues in current Kiswahili descriptive grammar and suggest informed solutions to the 

relevant controversies as illustrated above. Secondly, it will identify and fill gaps in the current knowledge 

about hitherto neglected areas of Kiswahili Descriptive grammar. Third, it will help to correct some of the 

misconceptions about certain aspects of Kiswahili grammar. From an applied perspective, the suggested 

programme of research is significant in the following way. There is an intimate relationship between a 

descriptive grammar and a teaching grammar: the  latter is a derivative of the former. In other words, a 

teaching grammar is based on a descriptive grammar. This means that an adequate and comprehensive 

teaching grammar must have its basis in an accurate and comprehensive description of the grammar of the 

language to be taught. It is my firm conviction that the suggested programme of research can provide accurate 

and comprehensive descriptions of the relevant aspects of Kiswahili that can form the basis for reliable 

teaching grammars of Kiswahili.           

                              PROVISIONAL 
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