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BANTU 

N. Sotho 

Zulu 

Xhosa 

Luba 
Kongo Swahili Swahili 

Soga 

• Swahili (or Kiswahili in the language) 

• the lingua franca of East Africa 

• spoken by up to 100 million first- and second-language 

speakers 

• especially in Tanzania and Kenya 

 

• grammatically a Bantu language 

• a large part of its vocabulary was actually borrowed from 

Arabic 
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 Several hundred dictionaries, e.g.: 

o A Dictionary of the Suahili Language (Krapf 1882) 

o Dictionnaire français-swahili (Sacleux 1891) 

o Dictionnaire swahili-français (Sacleux 1939) 

o English-Swahili-English dictionaries (Madan 1894; 
1902; 1903) 

o Suaheli-Wörterbuch (Velten 1910; 1933) 

o English-Swahili-English dictionaries (Johnson 1939a; 
1939b) 

o ... 

o Swahili (TUKI 1981; 2004) 

o English-Swahili (IKR 1996; 2006) 

o Swahili-English (TUKI 2001; 2014) 

 Several dozen terminology lists, e.g.: 

o linguistics (Massamba 1990, 2004) 

o biology, physics and chemistry (TUKI 1990) 

o law (Mlacha 1999) 

o economy (Tumbo-Masabo & Chuwa 1999) 

o medicine (Mwita & Mwansoko 2003) 

o university structures (TUKI 2003) 

o history (Mwansoko et al. 2004) 

o birds (Mlingwa & Kiango 2006) 

o fauna in general (Mdee & Kiango 2008) 

o diplomacy (Mutiso 2012) 
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 Underwhelming, at least in the English academic literature  

 Exceptions include Mdee (1990), Tumbo-Masabo (1990) 
and Kiango (2000) 

 

 >< 

 

 Most research actually appeared in Swahili, published by 
TUKI  

 Excellent examples are the edited collections by Tumbo-
Masabo & Mwansoko (1992), Kiango & Mdee (1995) and 
Mwansoko & Chuwa (1995) 
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 Study the use of Swahili terminology in the field of 

linguistics, 

 more in particular find out whether the most important 

terms and neologisms  

 extracted semi-automatically from a small purpose-built 

Swahili language/linguistics corpus  

 are adequately covered in two existing reference works. 
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 “neologism is a term which can refer to any new lexical unit, 
the novelty of which is still felt”  

 (Zgusta 1971, 179) 

 

 Language and especially modern linguistics being a rather 
recent field of knowledge 

 for which terminology had to be developed in Swahili, 

 the assumption is that quite a number of Swahili 
language/linguistics terms are still novel enough to be 
called neologisms. 

 

 With Zgusta (1971, 181 ff.) we may call these 
‘terminological neologisms’. 
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 In order to semi-automatically extract Swahili linguistics 

terminology,  

o we compare the occurrence frequencies in a special-

purpose corpus consisting of ten recent Swahili 

language/linguistics textbooks,  

o with their corresponding frequencies in a 22-million-

token general-language reference corpus of Swahili.  

 

 Reference corpus: see de Schryver & Prinsloo (2001), de 

Schryver et al. (2006), Devos & de Schryver (2016) 
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 The KeyWords tool of WordSmith Tools (Scott 1996-2019) 

 was set to extract all the so-called positive ‘keywords’,  

 being orthographic words which are unusually frequent in 
the language/linguistics corpus compared to their 
frequency in the reference corpus,  

 with the additional requirement that these keywords had to 
occur at least ten times across the special-purpose 
textbooks.  

 

 To calculate the ‘keyness values’,  

 WST was set to employ Dunning’s (1993) log-likelihood test. 

 The assumption is thus that most of the keywords offered 

by WST 

 will also be (specialised) terms from the field of 

language/linguistics,  

 and that that list will also contain some neologisms. 
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 WST offered over 2,000 keywords — too many for this paper. 

 We decided to go down the list in order of decreasing 

keyness value, until we reached 100 language/linguistics 

terms. 

 To reach 100 terms, we had to go down to item 142, which 

means a precision of 70%. 
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 sentensi  ‘sentence’ 

 konsonanti  ‘consonant’ 

 mofimu  ‘morpheme’ 

 silabi  ‘syllable’ 

 fonolojia  ‘phonology’ 

 kisintaksia  ‘syntactical(ly)’ 

 sintaksia  ‘syntax’ 

 nazali  ‘nasal’ 

 mofu  ‘morph’ 

 

 recent borrowings 

 



Linguistics Terminology and Neologisms in 
Swahili: Rules vs. Practice 

DSNA 2019 - GLOBALEX WS - 8 May 2019 

Gilles-Maurice de Schryver & Jutta De Nul 11 

 Rather than making use of a loanword in which the original 

(English) spelling has been retained, 

 Swahili terminologists prefer transliteration,  

 whereby the phonological structure of a loanword is 

adapted to the sound system of the borrowing language. 

 

 These observations from actual Swahili practice as found in 

textbooks,  

 correspond with the Swahili rules as for example laid down 

by Tumbo-Masabo (1992, 26-31). 

 Firstly, some terms have been borrowed straightforwardly, both 

with regard to form and meaning: 

o lugha ‘language’ <  لُغة  [luḡa] ‘language’  

o maana ‘meaning’ <  َمْعنًى  [maʻnā] ‘meaning’ 

 Secondly, for those cases without a final vowel in the original 

Arabic, such a vowel is added in Swahili: 

o sauti ‘sound; voice’ <  َصْوت  [ṣawt] ‘voice’ 

o kamusi ‘dictionary’ <  قاموس  [qāmūs] ‘dictionary’ 

 Thirdly, extending this, vowels may be interspersed in order to 

obtain the open syllable structure (CVCV…) typical of Swahili: 

o lahaja ‘dialect’ <  لَْهجة  [lahja] ‘dialect; tone’ 

o sahili ‘simple’ <  َسْهل  [sahl] ‘simple’ 

o herufi ‘letter’ <  َحْرف  [ḥarf] ‘letter’ 
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 Fourthly, for each of the three previous groups, the original 

meanings may be extended, to obtain the linguistic terms, or: 

 (i) 

o  ’  [ṣifa] ‘quality, trait’ > sifa ‘featureِصفَة 

o  ’marker’ > alama ‘symbol‘ [ʻalāma]  َعالمة 

 (ii) 

o ابعْرَإِ    [i’rāb] ‘the system of nominal, adjectival and verbal suffixes of 

Classical Arabic’ > irabu ‘vowel’ 

o  ’eloquent’ > fasihi ‘literature‘ [faṣīḥ]  فَصيح 

o  ’soul’ > nafsi ‘(grammatical) person‘ [nafs]  نَْفس 

 (iii) 

o  ’inflection; declension’ > sarufi ‘grammar‘ [ṣarf]  َصْرف 

 these borrowings are likely many centuries old.  

 

 This is confirmed when one looks up the 26 Arabic loans 

 in Sacleux’s (1939) dictionary from 80 years ago:  

 as many as two thirds are covered. 

 

 Those that are not covered in Sacleux’s (1939) dictionary  

 may indeed be of more recent origin, such as:  

o lahaja ‘dialect’ <  لَْهجة  [lahja] ‘dialect; tone’ 

o istilahi ‘terminology’ <  ُمْصَطلَح  [muṣṭalaḥ] ‘terminology’ 

o methali ‘proverb, saying’ <  َمثَل  [maṯal] ‘parable, 

epigram, example’ 
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 10 are readily available as ‘plain nouns’,  

 meaning that they are not derived from words in other word 
classes: 

o ngeli  ‘noun class’ 

o mzizi/mizizi  ‘root(s)’ 

o kishazi/vishazi  ‘clause(s)’ 

o yambwa  ‘object’ 

o kibantu  ‘Bantu ... (e.g., language)’ 

o msamiati  ‘vocabulary’ 

o nduni  ‘feature’ 

o kaakaa  ‘palate’ 

 A total of 41 terms are nouns derived from verbs,  

 for which template-like ‘constructions’ are employed.  

 These are found in class pairs 3/4, 5/6, 7/8, 9/10 and 14: 

o [3/4] muundo/miundo ‘structure(s)’ < kuunda ‘to make, 

to construct’ 

o [5/6] matamshi ‘pronunciations, speech’ < kutamka ‘to 

pronounce’, ‘to articulate’ 

o [7/8] kiambishi/viambishi ‘affix(es)’ < -ambika ‘be said’ 

o [9/10] tungo ‘construction’ < kutunga ‘to construct’, ‘to 

form’ 

o [14] utamkaji ‘articulation’ < kutamka ‘to pronounce’, ‘to 

articulate’ 
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 Other terms are more adjective-like, such as: 

o ambatani ‘compound’ < kuambatana ‘adhere to one 

another’, ‘joined by one another’ 

o nyambulishi ‘derivational’ < kunyambulika ‘to be 

extended’ 

 

 The last group is heterogeneous,  

 and for instance contains the verb stem  

o tendeka ‘stative, neuter’ < kutendeka ‘be accomplished’ 
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 With regard to the term formation processes observed here,  

 it is clear that we are mainly dealing with what Mtintsilana 

& Morris (1988, 110) call semantic specialisation,  

 whereby words from the general vocabulary acquire 

additional, more technical meanings. 
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 The top 100 language/linguistics 

terms were searched for in the: 

 

o general online Swahili-English 

dictionary by Hillewaert & de 

Schryver (2004) 

 

 

 

o special-purpose paper semi-

bilingual Swahili-Swahili-English 

linguistics terminology list by 

Massamba (2004)  
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 In terms of borrowings exactly half the top terms are 
covered, the other half not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Yet: number of lemma signs in this terminology list = 1 398! 
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 Nine are not lemmatised, with two problematic types:  

 1. Not included, even though used in the microstructure: 

o sintaksia ‘syntax’ 

o kisintaksia ‘syntactical(ly)’  

 2. Not included, except as second part of compound: 

o sanifu ‘standard’, can only be found at  

• lahaja ~ ‘standard dialect’ 

• lugha ~ ‘standard language’ 

o sahili ‘simple’, can only be found at  

• njeo ~ ‘simple tense’, sentensi ~ ‘simple sentence’  

• wimbi ~ ‘simple wave’  

• usahilishaji sheria ‘rule simplification’ 
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 With reference to terminological neologisms in the field of 

Swahili language/linguistics, one may thus conclude that: 

  

1. Most loanwords from Arabic have seized to be neologisms, 

given that they entered the language many decades, 

sometimes even centuries, ago. 

  

2. Most present-day loanwords to express concepts in 

linguistics are sourced from English, and in this the practice 

follows suggested theory (Mwansoko 1990; 2001, 325-27).  

 For some users these may still feel ‘new enough’ to be seen 

as neologisms (e.g., mofimu ‘morpheme’, silabi ‘syllable’, 

fonolojia ‘phonology’, …). 

3. For the terms that were (recently) coined through language-

internal mechanisms,  

 most may well still be considered to be neologisms as they 

are the result of semantic specialisation, e.g. 

o utamkaji ‘articulation’ < kutamka ‘to pronounce’, ‘to articulate’ 

o kiunganishi ‘conjunction’ < kuunganisha ‘to connect’ < kuunga ‘to 

join’, ‘to unite’ 

o kiimbo ‘intonation’ < kuimba ‘to sing’ 
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 Future terminographers would be well advised to also 

extract terms from the materials that are actually used.  

 

 Ideally, this could even be partly automated,  

 as was shown in the present paper for Swahili 

language/linguistics terminology.  

 

 Automating this process also facilitates the uncovering of 

new concepts,  

 either freshly coined through language-internal 

mechanisms,  

 or borrowed from a language of wider diffusion. 


