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(Physical)

Recent years have witnessed a growing body of work on the expression of modality in Eastern
Bantu languages, with a particular interest in auxiliaries marking possibility. However, little
has been said about contact-induced change with regard to this linguistic category, despite the
fact that modality is a category highly susceptible to transfer cross-linguistically (cf. Matras
2007). This seems to hold true also for the East African region, with the presence of externally
transferred matter such as the modal verbs -(i)dima from Maasai into several
north-eastern Bantu languages and Portuguese poder in several Mozambican languages
(Bernander et al. 2022), or the spread of the Swabhili possibility adverbs to different local
languages in East Africa (Bernander 2023).

Another instance of such “Swabhilization” within the possibility domain involves the modal

auxiliary verb -weza ‘can’. Assumed to originate from Arabic ‘ezz ‘power’, ‘azza ‘be power-
ful’ (Sacleux 1939: 1022; Nurse & Hinnebusch 1993: 294), it has spread further inland from
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coastal Swabhili to other Swabhili varieties, e.g. Bunia Swabhili (Nassenstein & Dimmendaal
2019) or Maa Swahili (Drolc 1999), and to other local languages in East Africa, with attesta-
tions in Makwe, Kami, Bena, Digo, Nyamwezi and Matengo (Bernander et al. 2022).

This study examines this two-staged transfer and the integration of -weza into Swahili and its
further spread to other Swahili varieties and Swahilized local varieties.

To achieve this aim, we employ a large chronologically and geographically diversified Swahili
text corpus, where we account for the formal and functional adaptations and expansions of
-weza within the modal domain of possibility in Swahili and its varieties. Hence, we expose
the semantic evolution of -weza into expressing different flavors (dynamic, deontic, epistem-
ic) of possibility —i.e., from objective statements of physical abilities (dynamic) to subjective-
ly conveyed statements on either the permission (deontic) or the possibilities (epistemic) of a
proposition, while we also address the formal indicia of the grammaticalization of -weza into
an auxiliary.

Drawing on a broad set of comparative data, we then continue to explore the structural and
semantic integration of -weza in other East African local languages. For instance, in Matengo
-weza has been adapted to -swesa and in Makwe different flavors of possibility are expressed
with distinct auxiliary constructions involving -weza.

In addition, we consider the development of the alternative de-transitivized construction -wez-
ekan-a, consisting of the combination of two valency-decreasing suffixes. We also show that
-weza has been manipulated in other ways, e.g. in Bunia Swahili, where the negative “stem”
-wezi is used as a negative modal verb, without explicit negation, adhering to a cross-linguis-
tically frequent pattern where possibility verbs form lexically idiosyncratic negatives (Veseli-
nova 2013). Interestingly, in Shangaji, this stem is used too, albeit with an affirmative reading.

We also address those instances where -weza has not been enrolled as a possibility marker at
all. Thus, in the Swahili dialect Makunduchi, a different verb, -goma (< ‘refuse, strike’), seems
to have filled the functional role played elsewhere by -weza.
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