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Introduction to Kiswahili Translation

Key concepts, workflow, and best practices for translating to and from Kiswabhili (Swabhili).

1. Overview of Kiswabhili

Aspect
Language
family
Geographic
reach

Official status

Alphabet

Phonology

Grammar
highlights

Details
Bantu (Niger?Congo)

East Africa — Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, DR?Congo, Rwanda, Burundi,
Mozambique, Comoros, parts of Southern Sudan and the Indian Ocean islands

National language of Tanzania and Kenya; one of the official languages of the
African Union

Latin script, 24 letters (n0?q,?x,?Vv). Diacritics are rare; “ng’™ and “ny” represent
single sounds.

Simple vowel system (a, e, i, 0, u) — all pronounced distinctly. Consonant
clusters are limited; most syllables are CV (consonant?vowel).

 Agglutinative — prefixes and suffixes attach to nouns, verbs, adjectives.

* Noun class system (?15 classes) drives agreement on verbs, adjectives,
pronouns.

* No gender distinction; number is expressed through class markers.

» Verb morphology encodes subject, object, tense, aspect, mood, polarity, and
sometimes negation.

2. Core Elements of Kiswahili Translation

2.1 Noun Classes & Agreement

1/2 m?/wa?

314 m?/mi?

Class Prefix (singular) Prefix (plural) Typical semantic domain
wa? People, animate beings
mi? Trees, natural objects
ma? Abstract nouns, collectives

5/6 ji?/ ma?

718  ki? [ vi?

vi? Instruments, diminutives
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Class Prefix (singular) Prefix (plural) Typical semantic domain
9/10 n?/n? n? Animals, some inanimate

11 u? — Mass nouns, qualities

15 — — Locatives (often “?pa”, “?ko”, “?mu”)

Implication for translators:
Every adjective, verb, pronoun, and demonstrative must match the noun’s class. Miss?matching

breaks grammatical coherence.

2.2 Verb Structure

General pattern (simplified):

[ Subj ect prefix] + [Tense?Aspect?
Mood (TAM narker] + [Verb root] + [Cbject prefix] + [Extension(s)] + [Final \

Example — “They will give you the book”

Wa-t a- +ni ++pa+ki t abu+ni .
wa? ta? ni ? pa? ki tabu? ni

Subject prefix = class?based (wa? = class?2 plural)

TAM = ta (future)

Object prefix = ni (you)

Verb root = pa (give)

Extension = -ku- (to you) can appear before object prefix in some constructions.

2.3 Common Translation Pitfalls

Issue Why it occurs How to avoid

**Literal word
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