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This study set out to explore the contemporary usage and the historical background of the set of auxiliary(-like) verbs 
in Swahili – a Bantu language spoken across the East African region – that express the modal concept of participant-
external (PE) necessity.  

We conceptualize modality as the expression of non-factual status (Narrog 2012), and as a semantic space divided 
between expressions of possibility and necessity, further carved up into intersecting subcategories (see, e.g., van der 



Auwera & Plungian 1998). Within such a conceptualization, PE (including deontic) necessity refers to modal expres-
sions where external circumstances are imposed on the 1st participant of a proposition.  

To express such a function, Swahili employs a plethora of verbs with different source semantics, including -takia (< 
‘want’.APPL), -pasa (< ‘get’.CAUS), -faa (‘be of use, befit’), -bidi (‘oblige’), -lazimu (‘must, have to’), -juzu (< ‘be obliga-
tory, suit’). However, when used to express participant-external possibility, all these verbs are confined to the same 
set of morphosyntactic constructions illustrated in (1a), (1b), and (1c). What these various strategies have in common 
is that they “demote” the subject status and agent role of the 1st participant. These strategies include:  

A shift in valency through passivization, as in (1a), where the 1st participant loses its agentivity but is still in-
dexed on the modal verb as the subject. 

No shift in valency but a shift in indexation, where the 1st participant moves from subject to object position on 
the verb, with the subject marker slot filled with an expletive (of class 9), as in (1b). 

A combination of the aforementioned strategies, in a complex clausal construction, as in (1c), characterized by 
passive voice marking and an expletive occupying the subject marker slot, with the 1st participant introduced in an 
embedded clause. 

Consequently, the morphosyntax directly reflects the semantics of the construction: The downgrading of the syntac-
tic subject position of the 1st participant formally marks the meaning of externally imposed necessities.  

Interestingly, however, there are also attestations of (hyper)-raised constructions with these verbs, as seen in (1d), 
where the basic active necessity verb occurs with the 1st participant “re-introduced” as the subject (marker), without 
any change in the modal meaning expressed.  

Although similar patterns have been attested in many other (Eastern) Bantu languages (see Bernander et al. 2022; 
Gluckman & Bowler 2020; Zeller 2006), they remain largely unexamined. In particular, little is known about the his-
torical development of these constructional types and the underlying motivations and mechanics behind the recur-
rent recruiting of verbs within the same constructional frames expressing the same function.  

To address this gap, we draw on a broad set of Swahili data from a diachronic text corpus, supplemented by compara-
tive data from various Swahili varieties and other Bantu languages. Through this approach, we provide a detailed 
analysis of the semantic, structural, and distributional properties of these constructions. As a corollary, the study 
touches upon language contact and the salient two-pronged role of Swahili as both a recipient and donor of linguistic 
matter and patterns, not least within the modal domain. Some of the PE necessity verbs in Swahili, 
viz. -bidi, -lazimu, -juzu, are ultimately of Arabic origin, some of which have spread further to other languages of the 
area alongside Swahili-internal verbs. That being said, they are all still recurrently integrated into the same set of 
constructional frames reflecting an inherited Bantu pattern. 

Examples (unless otherwise indicated, examples are drawn from our Swahili corpus) 

(1a)   a-li-taki-w-a    ku-w-a   na-yo 
  SM1-PST-NEC-PASS-FV   INF-be-FV COM-9 
  ‘he was supposed to have it’  

(1b)   i-me-ni-pas-a   kw-end-a 
  SM9-PRF-OM1sg-NEC-FV  INF-go-FV 
  ’it concerns me to go, i.e., I ought to go’ (Steere &  Madan 1890: 155) 

(1c)   i-na-bidi  kesho  kutwa   tu-safiri   kw-end-a  Rufiji 
 SM9-PRS-NEC day after tomorrow SM1pl-travel INF-go-FV R. 
 ‘we have to travel to Rufiji the day after tomorrow’ 

(1d)  Kindubile (Lubumbashi/DR Congo; Nassenstein p.c.) 
  a-na-faa  ku-ji-concentré    mu    ma ingine  
  SM1-PRS-NEC  INF-REFL-concentrate  LOC18 6-6.things other 
  ‘he must concentrate on such other things’ 
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