Understanding the Swabhili Particle "NI"

A Comprehensive Grammatical Guide for Web Learners

In Swahilj, the syllable ni is extremely versatile. Depending on its placement, word boundaries,
and syntactic environment, it plays multiple core grammatical roles. Below is a structured
breakdown designed to help English-speaking learners master its usage.

1. "NI" as the Copula Verb (To Be: Is / Are / Am)

When standing alone as an independent word, ni functions as the invariant copula verb for the
present tense. Unlike English, which changes based on the subject pronoun, Swahili uses ni for all
nouns and noun classes.

* Juma ni mwalimu. — Juma is a teacher.
» Sisi ni wanafunzi. - We are students.

* Mimi ni mgonjwa. — I am sick.

2. "NI-" as a Subject Prefix (First Person Singular: /)

When attached as a prefix at the absolute beginning of a verb structure, ni- represents the first-person

singular subject pronoun (). The general structure is:
Subject Prefix (ni-) + Tense Marker + Verb Root

* Ninasoma kitabu. — I am reading a book. (ni + na + soma)
e Nilikula chakula. — I ate food. (ni + Ii + kula)

* Nitasafiri kesho. — I will travel tomorrow. (ni + ta + safiri)

3. "-NI" as a Locative Suffix (At/In/To / On)

When suffixed directly to the end of a common noun, -ni converts it into a locative noun, functioning

like English prepositions of place.

* Nyumbani — At/In/ To the house (nyumba + ni)
* Shuleni — At/ To school (shule + ni)

e Mtoni — In/To /At the river (mto + ni)
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Note for Students: Proper place names (e.g., Nairobi, Tanzania) and certain borrowed nouns (e.g.,
posta, hospitali) never take the locative suffix -ni.

4. "-NI" as a Plural Command Marker (Imperative Plural)

When issuing commands or invitations to more than one person, the terminal vowel of the primary
verb changes (typically -a turns to -e) and is appended with -ni.

* Someni kwa bidii! — Read hard! (You all)
» Karibuni ndani. — Welcome inside, everyone. (You all)

* Nendeni sasa! — Go now! (You all)

5. "-NI-" as an Object Infix (Me / To Me)

When placed inside a complex verb structure (after the tense marker and before the verb root), -ni-
acts as the object marker for the first-person singular.

* Alitaka kuniona. — He/She wanted to see me. (ku + ni + ona)
* Ananipenda. — He/She loves me. (a + na + ni + penda)

* Alinipa kitabu. — He/She gave me a book. (a + Ii + ni + pa)

Grammar Cheat Sheet

POSITION OF "NI" GRAMMATICAL ROLE ENGLISH EQUIVALENT SWAHILI EXAMPLE
Standalone Word Copula Verb is/are /am Kikapu ni kikubwa.
Prefix (Beginning) Subject Prefix I Nitasafiri kesho.
Suffix (End of Noun) Locative Suffix at/in/to Wapo garini.
Suffix (End of Verb) Plural Command you all (y'all) Nendani sasa!
Infix (Middle) Object Infix me / to me Alitaka kunisaidia.

Swahili Grammar Reference Series Page 2 of 2



	Understanding the Swahili Particle "NI"
	1. "NI" as the Copula Verb (To Be: Is / Are / Am)
	2. "NI-" as a Subject Prefix (First Person Singular: I)
	3. "-NI" as a Locative Suffix (At / In / To / On)
	4. "-NI" as a Plural Command Marker (Imperative Plural)
	5. "-NI-" as an Object Infix (Me / To Me)
	Grammar Cheat Sheet


