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Towards a new type of dictionary for Swahili

Gilles-Maurice de Schryver
Centre for Bantu Studies, Ghent University
gillesmaurice.deschryver@UGent.be

1	 Problem statement

The Bantu language Swahili is the lingua franca of East Africa, spoken by up to 100 million 
first- and second-language speakers, especially in Tanzania and Kenya, but also in the neighbouring 
countries to their west and south (Mohamed 2009: iv-v). It is one of the most well-known African lan-
guages, and yet, the existing lexicographic output is the result of a century-and-a-half-old craft rather 
than a modern science (Benson 1964). In the present paper a theoretical framework is developed for 
modern Swahili lexicography.

2	 Issues in existing swahili lexicography

What is common to all the existing dictionaries for Swahili is that their compilation was a fully 
manual process, based on introspection. The main strategies employed for the construction of the 
macrostructure were either (i) random, (ii) rule-oriented, or

(iii) enter-them-all approaches. In the random approach “words are simply added whenever they hap-
pen to cross the compiler’s way”, in the rule-oriented approach “a set of rules/guidelines presented 
in the dictionary’s front matter must be followed whenever a word cannot be looked up directly” 
(so the assumption is that everything is covered ‘in theory’), and in the enter-them-all approach “the 
compilers are obsessed to include all conceivable nominal and verbal derivations [working] through 
a modular paradigm in order to pursue such a comprehensiveness” (de Schryver & Prinsloo 2001: 
219-25). Modern dictionaries are corpus-based, not only for the world’s major languages (Hanks 
2012), but also for the Bantu languages (de Schryver & Prinsloo 2000a, b), with the best aiming to be 
corpus-driven (de Schryver 2010). Quite surprisingly, corpora of Swahili have been used in lexicog-
raphy, but mainly to evaluate existing dictionaries (Hurskainen 2004, De Pauw et al. 2009), rather 
than for their compilation.

3	 Open questions in need of answers

the main idea is to compile a new type of dictionary, one to be grown as a work in progress, but 
to ensure a sound product at all times. This entails that attention needs to go to a number of facets: (i) 
Born digital. In this day and age, the lexicographic tool must first live in a digital environment, with 
only an optional transfer to paper at a later stage, not the other way round as remains all too common 
(eLex 2017). Is this theoretically sound for Swahili? (ii) Define the target user groups. Too many dic-
tionaries are compiled without a clear picture of who the users will be. Serious thought must be given 
to this aspect, as it dictates several dictionary compilation decisions (Tono 2009: 39 ff.). Ideally, the 
project’s theoretical base could cater for both native speakers and learners moving between Swahili 
and English, but also for speakers of Swahili who wish to remain within a Swahili environment. Is this 
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feasible? (iii) Aim for a semi-bilingual reference work. At face value, opting for a semi-bilingual 
approach seems like a good idea (Lew 2004). Such a work has characteristics of both a bilingual Swa-
hili-English-Swahili dictionary, and a monolingual Swahili dictionary. But is this hunch also corrob-
orated with actual dictionary use? (iv) Know the users’ lemmatisation needs. No Bantu dictionary 
is purely word-based nor purely stem-based; all put the lexical items from the various word classes 
on a sliding cline between these extremes (de Schryver 2008: 86-87). With the exception of Johnson 
(1939), there seems to be a broad consensus on how to lemmatise the lexicon in Swahili. Tradition 
doesn’t necessarily correspond to today’s (digital) user needs, so one should dare question current 
practice. (v) Let a corpus drive the compilation. With the various preceding ‘moving targets’ (cf. 
ii to iv) as compilation proceeds (de Schryver 2005), can a corpus truly guide the macro-, medio- and 
microstructural compilation? (vi) Use an existing dictionary writing system (DWS). Good off-the-
shelf lexicographic software exists (Abel 2012), but can such packages handle all of the above? 
(vii) Aim for structured dictionary compilation. A DWS imposes a rather fixed structure; but is it 
flexible enough to deal with on-the-fly adaptations of the type envisaged for this Swahili dictionary 
project? (viii) Study dictionary use. In a digital environment, it is possible to unobtrusively study 
dictionary-use behaviour, while optionally allowing direct feedback in addition (de Schryver & Joffe 
2004). In doing so, will one be in a position to check whether the target user groups are as expected (cf. 
ii)?, will one be able to fine-tune the exact type of dictionary type to work with (cf. iii)?, will one have 
the means to adapt the lemmatisation strategies (cf. iv)?, will one be able to judge whether the use of a 
corpus is the right approach (cf. v)?, will one be able to translate the feedback into feasible changes 
to the DTD or XML schemas (cf. vi)?, and will one end up with a unified overall structure (cf. vii)? 
The answers to these questions form the base for the sought theoretical framework.
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