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Abstract
This paper examines characterisation and ideological positioning in Rehema, the House girl, using Halliday’s transitivity theory.  It considers how different process types – physical, behavioural, verbal, relative and existential – encode agent, voice and social roles. A mixed-method approach was employed. Text was read more than once in order to get the full story, sentences were broken up and entered into an Excel file, and clauses were coded for transitivity type. Distributions were then determined by frequency calculations. Results demonstrate a primacy of behavioural (57%) over material (19%), verbal (11%) and mental (10%) processes, with relational (3%) and existential (0%) processes being less common. These patterns in the text emphasize behavior over description or existence. Cross-character scrutiny reveals subaltern labour in the person of Asha, authority with Mr Mhina and Father authority as agent of, and the law being supported by Mother. The main heroine, Rehema, is depicted via a series of cognitive, verbal and behavioural transformational processes, which have the effect of gradually unsettling her taken-for-granted employee status and driving home her humanity and agency. The study illustrates how transitivity structures depict agency, emotion and power, which makes them a valuable tool for making sense of narrative style.  
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 1.Introduction
Language is both a means of communication and a setting for the portrayal and positioning of characters with ideological roles and significance within literary texts. According to Halliday’s (2004) Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), the transitivity system constitutes the heart of the ideational metafunction, or the function that describes experiences, actions, perceptions, and relations, which in turn are encoded in language. In the various types of processes—material, mental, relational, verbal, behavioural, and existential—writers develop characters’ subjectivity, their capacity to act and their take on the world. In this respect, transitivity has emerged as a key analytical instrument in stylistics, which can be employed to illustrate how characters are discursively actualised and how power relations are inscribed in narrative form (Simpson, 2004; Toolan, 2016).
Several examples also show the relevance in characterisation. For example, Jeffries (2010) and Simpson (2014) maintain that material processes frequently cast characters in a role of agents of action, whereas mental processes index inner worlds, emotions and mental depth. Relational and existential processes often foreground status, identity, or thematic sense of being and existence, while verbal and behavioural processes index interpersonal relations and embodied action (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). Material applications of this model are found in the study of Shakespearean drama (Fowler, 1996), in the analysis of the modern novel (Baker, 2018), and in African fiction; for instance, Nnodim (2016) and Kanneh (2020) argue that the choices made in transitivity are central to the construction of gender roles, moral conflict and colonial encounters.
Worldwide, researchers have studied the impact of transitivity patterns on narrative meaning and characterisation. Landa (2017), for example, contrasted process types in the short fiction of Edgar Allan Poe, examining the interrelation between transitivity and the creation of gothic atmosphere and psychological realism. Luo (2022) likewise illustrates how transitivity in H. G. Wells’ The Time Machine foregrounds themes of temporality and human agency in science fiction. At the instructional level, Budi, Rahmawati, and Rini (2024) examined Grade 9 students’ narrative writings in Indonesia and identified that the learners overused material processes and underused the mental and relational categories. A similar finding was reported by Zein, Sinar, Nurlela, and Yusuf (2019) among English department students, indicating that restricted variation of process types might be a mirror of both language proficiency and narrative style. Used together, these analyses confirm transitivity's affability in respect to text, its meaning, the structure of narratives, and stylistic effects.
In African literary studies, the transitivity approach has been successfully used, especially to strip down social and political, cultural and gendered layers in narrative prose texts. Aliyu (2025) examined the Zikora by Chimamanda Adichie and demonstrated how process types are used to uncover changing gender roles and women agency. Otugo and Akabuike (2025) applied the model to some Nigerian novels, and George and Okeke (2025) showed its application to the decoding of proverbial discourse in Odili Ujubuonu’s Pregnancy of the Gods. Earlier, Boukari and Koussouhon (2018) demonstrated that African world view and identity are projected on the transitivity patterns embedded in Gabriel Okara’s The Voice. Yokossi and Koussouhon (2017) were interested in Achebe’s Arrow of God and Ngugi’s Petals of Blood so as to show, how process distribution operates as post-colonial struggles. Shah, Hassan, & Ullah (2025) recently revisited Achebe’s (1958) Things Fall Apart in terms of transitivity, revealing how hybridity and conflicts among cultures are present in the linguistic features. It is also worth noting that Tanzanian scholarship has shown interest in both transitivity and discourse analysis. Msuya (2014) investigated verbal processes in Peter Abrahams’ Mine Boy and how transitivity profiles serve to characterise Xuma and Leah. Mulila-Matei (2014) used SFL to analyze gender identity in Wamitila’s Unaitwa Nani? It was a piece about how discourse and grammar structure power. Pioneering works like Russell & Rajabu (1995) and Tchokothe (2014) reflect increasing attention to Swahili narrative technique, code and violation. These African and Tanzanian viewpoints confirm the cultural and ideational role of the transitivity in the literary language.
Despite this increasing scholarship, there is a notable lack of transitivity analysis of contemporary literary works, especially the type that foreground gender relations and women’s agency. A great deal of research in the field has focused on canonical Western texts or general discourse domains, such as political speeches, media discourse and educational context (Eggins, 2004; Alghamdi, 2022). Even in African stylistics, while much work has had to do with thematic or ideological readings, there has not been systematic analysis of how, for instance, the aspect of language, say, transitivity, is the brick wall behind an image of woman’s experience. Thus, characters like Rehema, Mama Mhina, and Asha who, in action, in thought, and in the way they speak, are so entwined in sociocultural conflict are not critically examined from this perspective.
This research fills this lacuna, quantitatively and qualitatively exploring different process types in characters and associating them with their frequencies with dialogical framing, thus suggesting their implications using Halliday’s work. In so doing, the analysis exposes the manner in which female personae are linguistically produced while at the same time adding to the discourse on gender, discourse, and agency in African literary traditions. Such a focus would be particularly timely, as there is currently a surge of interest within pragmatics and stylistics to move beyond thematic criticism into empirical linguistic representation (Jeffries & McIntyre, 2010; Mahlberg, 2013).
2. The Problem
It is not surprising that characterization is of primary concern in literary stylistics, since it determines readers' attitudes to fictional characters and their functions in the plot. In this respect, and particularly when a systemic perspective is adopted, there are few descriptions of how SFL, and in particular Halliday’s (1994; Halliday & Matthiessen’s (2014) transitivity system, can be employed as a robust analytic framework to unveil the way language constitutes (Rickford, 1981) the experiences, actions and relations that are central to the construction of characters (Bloor & Bloor, 2013). Using process types, participants, and circumstances, writers depict the characters not only as the doers and the undergoers but also as the thinkers, feelers, and speakers, so they construct complex identities and views (Eggins, 2004; Martin & Rose, 2003).
Stylistic studies have generally determined that the analysis of transitivity brings insight into linguistic choices, which in turn highlight features of personality, ideology and social relations (Simpson 2004, Toolan 2012). For example, Wang (2010) also showed that in Faulkner’s A Rose for Emily, material and relational processes are used to represent Emily’s isolation and disconnection from society, and Opara (2019), who examined Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah, demonstrated that mental-verbal processes mirror ideological contradictions and identity conflicts. In addition to this, Zhang (2017) has shown how transitivity can also be employed to map movement between psychological and social positions of characters across different narrative structures. These studies underscore the importance of functional stylistics in connecting the micro-choices of language usage with the macro-occurrence of characterisation.
Although there is a wealth of worldwide and African-based literature, the use of transitivity analysis on Tanzanian narratives remains negligible. However, researchers (e.g. Landa, 2017; Luo, 2022; Budi et al., 2024) provide examples of how the narrative meaning of transitivity is organised in Western and Asian systems and Western and Asian literary traditions. African studies, such as Aliyu (2025), Boukari and Koussouhon (2018), and Shah et al. (2025), highlight the potential of transitivity to place identity, power, and hybridity at the forefront of the scene; however, their emphasis is mostly on the literature of West Africa. Tanzanian academia too is limited and scattered: Msuya (2014) focuses on verbal processes in Mine Boy, while Mulila-Matei (2014) analyses gender power relations in discourse, with both ignoring wider narrative and stylistic considerations. In addition to this, Russell and Rajabu (1995) and Tchokothe (2014) provide perspectives on Swahili stylistics, though not directly anchored in the theory of transitivity.
This discrepancy represents a distinct research need. Tanzanian fictional texts, varied in theme and in style, have been less addressed in relation to transitivity. Since the transitivity analysis can expose ‘how characters are constructed and how ideologies and narrative voice are encoded’ failure to use such an approach may lead to missing where the meaning is in Tanzanian and Swahili literature. The current research aims to address the lacuna in this respect by utilizing transitivity analysis to analyse sampled Tanzanian narratives, so as to add new knowledge to the global literature on SFL and to local studies on literary discourse in East Africa.
 3. Literature Review
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), namely Halliday (1971, 1994), has been used as the theoretical framework for investigating relations between language and experience in the transitivity processes. Six primary types of process, namely material, mental, relational, verbal, behavioural and existential, are said to encode different aspects of meaning in terms of the model. Material processes build actions and events, and mental processes show perceptions and feelings. Relational processes construe identity and properties, and verbal processes denote communicative acts. Behavioural and existential occurrences, being fewer in number, are the movement/existence of things. Not only does this typology classify experience, it also serves as a useful device in character and discourse analysis (Eggins, 2004; Thompson, 2014).
It has long been established by scholars that transitivity has a significant role in characterisation as depicted in literature. Halliday’s (1971) reading of William Golding’s The Inheritors showed how movement among process types reflects characters’ cognitive constraints and the development of consciousness. As Simpson (2004) claims, characterised subjectivity foregrounds itself in patterned choices of process type. This view is also supported by more recent studies: Mahlberg and McIntyre (2011) demonstrate that transitivity foregrounds power relations in literary narratives, and Fang and Dong (2020) emphasise its function in the construction of fictional identities. In unevenly allocating action, thought, and speech among its dramatis personae, authors organise them into an ideological and social pecking order.
 Transitivity analysis, as an increasingly researched instrument, is also correlated with agency and power representation. In feminist stylistics, the distribution of material and verbal processes encodes power in gendered ways in that men are created as doing subjects while their female counterparts are created as undergoing ones (Mills 1995: 52). However, recent shifts in contemporary research have problematized and contested this binary. For instance, Al-Matarneh (2021) noted that female protagonists in modern Arabic novels master matter and mind, signalling a novel representation of gender roles. Akinwotu (2019) in his work on African drama also identifies role reversal, noting that female characters are tending to have more verbal processes performed by them, affecting changes in the values of agency. These observations provide a context for the analyses of Rehema and Mama Mhina, whose domination of behavioural and linguistic processes could be indicative of different understandings of (and willingness to use) agency in African social milieux.
 Moreover, above and beyond any distinct processual connections, transitivity operates dialogically within some turns. Bakhtinian dialogism posits that characters have/voices in relation to other characters (Bakhtin, 1981). This principle is also applied to transitivity analysis, where the primacy of a character in the process type moulds and is moulded by the contributions of others. For instance, Leech and Short (2007: 51) claim that narrative meaning is not constituted by isolated linguistic forms, but by the patterned distribution of the forms among the multiple voices. Recent corpus stylistic research (Hoover, 2020) also shows that the choices between transitivity preferences contribute to reinforcing thematic contrasts about characters, passivity vs agency, or materiality vs reflection.
In addition, within African literatures, transitivity analysis has been employed to reveal how writers portray social conflict and the imbalance in power relations. Adegoju (2009) employed the SFL tools to study Wole Soyinka’s plays and demonstrated how the domination of characters in the material processes projected political power. Likewise, Koussouhon and Dossoumou (2015) showed that gender is constructed in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart through relational (social) as well as material processes and, in particular, how masculinity is constructed. More recently, Nweke (2022) demonstrated how behavioural and Cognitive processes in Chimamanda Adichie’s Novels depicts that a woman is a symbol of resilience when considered within the context of a patriarchal setting (Nweke, 2022). These findings are important as they highlight the relevance of transitivity analysis as not only a linguistic analysis but as a form of socio-cultural criticism, especially within African feminist and postcolonial contexts.
The Gap in Existing Research
There is heavy literature on transitivity and characterization. However, such discussions are generally Euro-American or canonical African novels. This framework, however, finds less use in the understudied contemporary Swahili literature in the examination of the yet emerging women-centred literature as demonstrated in Ester Mavele’s Shattered Dreams. Furthermore, although the majority of research pays attention to material or mental processes, less research focuses on behavioural processes and their role in generating an embodied female agency. This paper, therefore fills a gap by using transitivity analysis of a Tanzanian feminist text, showing how patterned distributions of processes are not only about individual characterisation but also reflect larger socio-cultural negotiations of gender, power and identity.
4. Theoretical Framework
This research is underpinned by Halliday’s (1994) SFL and its transitivity system that offers a multidimensional framework through which it is possible to capture the way in which language contributes to the construction of characters and events in a narrative. According to Halliday (1994), transitivity is at the heart of the ideational metafunction of language, which accounts for the way in which human experience is realised in language through processes, participants, and circumstances. These six process types—material, mental, relational, verbal, behavioural, and existential—encapsulate how characters do, think, feel, relate, and exist in narratives. It is by examining these processes that the analysis reveals how authors encode power relations, gender roles and other personality traits in discourse.
In the field of literary stylistics, transitivity analysis has been employed widely to show how language use mediates characterisation and ideological positioning. Simpson (2004) highlights the way moderators strategically allocate types of process in order to foreground certain persona traits, e.g. agency, passivity, or emotional vulnerability. So, characters that are often associated with material processes are represented as ones that make things happen and characters associated with mental processes are animated and at the heart of a character or centered emotionally. Furthermore, Fowler (1996) argues that transitivity selections are never neutral: they are ideological positionings and mirror societal attitudes and large-scale socio-cultural patterns.
The analysis also relies on Butler’s (1990) theory on gender performativity to position transitivity patterns as embedded in the discourse of gendered subjectivity. Butler asserts that gender is not a stable identity and is constructed through the repetition of acts, which includes language. In light of Halliday's model, processes ascribed to male and female characters in the text show linguistic variation that upholds and challenges normative gender roles. Character being built through behaviour or relationship, also when character is in large part or primarily female-known, draws upon traditional expectations of alleged female passivity and relationality. In spoken and material practices, on the other hand, they contest male hegemony by taking agency and authority.
Also, the research is guided by Fairclough’s (1992, 2001) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) that emphasizes the dialectical relationship between language and power. CDA extends this SFL model by examining ways that transitivity patterns are involved in ideological reproduction. For example, a character's preference for verbal processes can indicate discursive power, which is also the ability to control narratives and dictate the subject positions of other characters. This theoretical triangulation of SFL, gender performativity, and CDA also means that the study not only reports linguistic patterns, but also analyses their wider socio-cultural and ideological import.
The concept itself is applied to transitivity, not as a grammar system but as a semiotic resource for mapping a fictional social world. By utilising this methodology, the paper connects micro linguistic analysis and macro socio-cultural interpretation, revealing the operation of characterisation as an aesthetic and ideological mechanism in literary narratives.
5. Methodology
A qualitative research design, drawing on Hallidayan SFL, transitivity system, was used to conduct the data analysis which focused on the patterns of characterisation in the excerpted literary text. The aim was to find out how the types of process (material, behavioural, mental, relational, verbal, existential) were distributed among the characters to build up personal identities, social functions and interpersonal relationships. The data included purposively selected extracts where the actions, thoughts and interactions of the characters were meaningful to understanding the excerpts. The purposive sampling guaranteed that only the passages where transitivity structures were thematically and stylistically salient are found, leaving room for a detailed analysis. The analysis was done at the clause level rather than at TG because the transitivity analysis is clause-based in SFL. Each clause was annotated for its process type, participant roles and circumstances, paying special attention to how such processes contributed to characterisation and dominance. The coding was based on Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) process type categorisation, so as to remain in line with FG practices.
Reliability was established through multiple close readings and cross-checking of categorisations, querying uncertain instances in terms of established SFL (such as Simpson’s (2004) in stylistics, Eggins’ (2004) functional grammar). This analysis was two-fold: quantitative through tabulation of the frequency with which types of process appeared in characters, and qualitative in terms of interpretation of how these language patterns contributed to characterisation and thematic construction. Distal counting showed that particular processes dominated the data, whilst close reading interpretations connected these linguistic observations to wider issues of discourse and theme, such as power, agency and gender.  
Guided by earlier transitivity-based literary research like Mwinlaaru (2012), who showed how Hallidayan grammar exposes ideology and character roles, and Wang (2010), who studied the portrayal of power relations in narrativised texts, the methodology was motivated. The adoption of the functional linguistic analysis was justified as it does not merely describe the thematic on the surface level, but rather offers a disciplined approach to the interrogation of how language (in terms of experience, interaction and identity) is layered in a text. Further, through use of process frequency counts alongside interpretive discourse analysis, the research combined empirical rigour with the necessary sensitivity to context. This methodological stance is in keeping with stylistic methodologies which understand literature as practice, both linguistic and cultural, as defined by Leech and Short (2007).
6. Findings
6.1 Overall Interpretation
Process type distribution is as follows: Behavioral > Material > Verbal ≈ Mental >Relational > Existential (none). This hierarchy captures the way the narrative makes sense according to Halliday’s transitivity of material processes in which Rehema’s subjectivity is realised through physical suffering and domestic labor, and voice and thought are rendered invisible. Dialogically, power is located in the employers’ verbal power and relational fixity, burdening Rehema’s behaviorally and materially. This process distribution is not random and incidental as recent narrative analyses of African discourse reveal (e.g., Oyewole, 2020; Mwinlaaru, 2022; Nwogu, 2021) but reflects systemic gendered and classed discourse structures in which the house girl’s agency is hidden and her labour foregrounded. 
6.1.1 Material Practices as Power and Practice
There are 18 occurrences (19.1%) of material processes in the novel. emphasising the focus on doing in the story. They adhere, for the most part, on Rehema (10 out of 18) whose role as a housegirl is constructed in terms of cleaning, cooking and serving. This supports Halliday’s (1994:38) claim that material processes often grammaticalise physical labour and social productivity. The distribution reinforces hierarchical relationships in domestic work: Mama Mhina and Mrs Mhina contribute the least (5 together), mostly delegating chores or doing acts that do not require strength, while Rehema’s dominance is due to her being placed in a position of socio-economic subordination. Works such as Mwinlaaru (2020) in Ghanaian domestic fiction also reveal that material clauses predominate in the characterization of the servant, making them agents of physical labour and not of thought or language.
6.1.2 Behavioural Processes as Embodied Struggles
The behavioural processes prove to be the most common type (n = 54; 57.4%), reflecting how physical movements, gestures, and emotions contribute to the narrative. These form the vast majority around Rehema (40/ out of 54), where her body is placed in the foreground as the location of labour, exhaustion, fear, or resistance. This is consistent with Eggins (2004) who emphasises that behavioural clauses straddle both material and mental processes to demonstrate human frailty. The story, therefore, reduces Rehema to a bodily enactment – sighing, crying, faltering – quantified and naturalised to struggle accordingly. What are only minor incidents for Asha and Mama Mhina, to an extent, involve them emotionally; however, the lack of symmetry demonstrates how the category of servant is formed through its entanglement with the body. Similar SLs in recent stylistic studies of Tanzanian narratives (e.g., Mtallo, 2023) reflect that female subaltern figures are mainly depicted through embodied strategies to highlight their marginalisation.
6.1.3 Mental Processes Reflecting Limited Interiorities
There are only 9 mental-process types (9.6%), which reflects limited access to characters’ minds. Rehema continues to dominate (5), although her thoughts are fewer in relation to her behavioral load and, typically, she thinks of punishment or hardships. Mama Mhina and the others only have what little remain, and these are more likely to emphasize their distrust, scheming, or assessments than to describe powerful feelings. This supports Halliday (2014) in that mental processes represent perspectivisation and thought agency; constraining these, the text constrains the servant subjectivity. In Yemeni Fiction, Alrefaee and Al-Saqqaf (2022) also observe that the perspective of domestic workers is muted by low proportion of mental clauses and therefore maintaining asymmetrical narrative empathy.
 6.1.4 Verbal Processes Representing Contested Dialogue
Verbal processes are found in 10 (10.6%) instances, confirming it as a secondary, ambivalence site for power. Mama Mhina and Mrs. Mhina rule here (they have 5 occrences) — mostly with orders or chidings — while for Rehema, a mere 3 represents her limited voice. Following Martin and Rose (2007), verbal clauses display dialogue and dialogical framing; in this case the asymmetry emphasises inequitable communicative rights. Asha’s only one instance serves more to justify than prescribe. We also encounter such imbalances in sociolinguistic studies of domestic discourse (e.g., Ndhlovu, 2021), in which employers are dominant in speech acts and domestic workers’ verbal agency is marginalised.
6.1.5 Relational Processes Functioning as Identity and Evaluation
Relational processes are infrequent (3 cases, 3.2%) but symbolically potent. They fix character identities and roles, like naming Rehema “the housegirl” or endowing Mama Mhina with moral characteristics. Relational processes build abstract relations of being and attribution that they instantiate, in Halliday's (1994) sense, by instantiating social labels. Their rarity implies that identities are already presupposed in the narrative – Rehema’s position is relationally defined, and behavioural and material clauses dramatise it:  In the narrative. Attending to style Recent work on style (e.g., Kamau, 2022) demonstrates that they are also mechanisms governing shorthand symbolic usage of relational processes to index class difference in African domestic narratives, in which servant characters are “flattened into static categories” (Tullock, 2010, p. 333).
6.1.6 Nonexistence of Existential Processes 
Interestingly, existential processes do not occur at all (0%). That absence indicates the narrative is rather claustrophobically arranged within interpersonal relationships and domestic habits, with limited room for larger existential ponderings or social critique. This is in contrast to evidence from Kenyan servant narratives (Mugubi, 2019), where existential clauses had a broader moral or societal reference. The lack here merely adds to the marginalization of the characters of Rehema in particular, who is effectively defined in terms of the experience of the text, and not always to the characters as more generalized examples of the human condition.
6.1.7 Synthesis
Combined, the distribution clearly gives prominence to B and M, the two predominant processes being behavioural (57.4%) and material (19.1%), which also weigh heavily towards Rehema and demote V, Mv and R 'into operators of second status', mainly associated with the employers. This asymmetry constructs Rehema’s identity as visceral (body-bound labour), emotionally exposed labour, voiceless, and empty brained; meanwhile, employers maintain discursive and relational power. In Hallidayan jargon, the transitivity choices of the story redo social hierarchies and gendered marginality, and are in line with patterns observed in broader African stylistic analyses of representation of domestic workers. 
6.2 Transitivity and Characterisation in Rehema the Housegirl
6.2.1 Mary Representing Speech-Saturation and Voice-Only Agency
Mary is overwhelmingly voice-centred (100%, n = 17), lending weight to her as a “voice-only” character. She is very nearly a blank Sayer replaying questions and answers or channeling the telephone without any host-form material or mental agency. This chimes with Halliday’s view that verbal processes are semiotic action or agency: She acts out her intent through speaking, and not through work or thought. Narratively, Mary is an intermediary, shuttling around propositions and the continuance of dialogue, but she is without an embodied or cognitive depth given to others.   This is commensurate with Eggins (2004) and Thompson (2014), who argue that such speech-saturated roles often encode institutional or supportive functions (messenger, observer) rather than psychological depth. Mary’s presence showcases how some characters are constructed purely as conduits of interpersonal negotiation, rather than as full participants in the experiential world.
6.2.2 The Gardener as Mental-Centred Perception
The Gardener is conspicuously realised as a Senser, with 80.95% of his clauses being coded as mental (n = 21). Rather than having work be the image showing who he is, his identity is about watching, seeing, and knowing. This inverts the material portrayal of working-class characters as such. His remaining reporting devices (≈19%) function to report perceptions rather than to command action. As Mwinlaaru (2019) writes in relation to Ghanaian narrations, the milieu side characters, occasionally, textually located in stories, are those of “seers”, capable of interpreting the environment as opposed to participating in it – providing hermeneutic, not material, worth. The Gardener’s distribution thus foregrounds how transitivity choices may disconnect social position from representational framing, intellection or perception, endowing a marginal character with such weight that they might be a thinker or perceiver.
6.2.3 Father Representing Mind Authority and Reflective Control
Father is the cognitive centre of the story as mental processes are used to represent 61.54% (n = 26). This is followed by material (23.08%) and behavioural (15.38%) clauses, while very little verbal (3.85%) presence is maintained. His power, then, rests in reflective control — he thinks, assesses, remembers — and his judgments structure the actions of others. This textulises the power of fatherhood not as one of command, but of watching and evaluating, resonating with Simpson’s (2004) assertion that the power of fathers is embedded in discursive practices as tone of voice rather than in speech. In perspective, the story focuses more on his thought processes than his actions and sets him as a center of discernment around which others revolve.
6.2.4 Asha as an embodiment and enactment of material and phenomena action
Asha is primarily composed of material (55.93%) and behavioural (44.07%) clauses (n = 59), with virtually absent mental or verbal clauses. Her identity is that of labour (carrying, serving, waiting) and bodily postures of compliance or reluctance, but she does not think or speak in the mechanics of the text. This is parallel to Halliday’s (1985) insight that behavioural processes serve as embodied displays of affect in lieu of voice, and it resonates with Koussouhon & Dossoumou’s (2022) findings in West African servant fiction in which domestic workers are represented as bodies in motion, not as speaking or thinking agents. Dialogically, Asha is spoken to far more than she speaks; her texted body is where response lives, its volume measuring the limits of agency. She represents the servant type that Rehema’s profile would question later.
6.2.5 Mother Representing Behavioural Regulation 
Mother’s authority in behavioural affairs (54.17%, n = 48) sets her as a regulator of the home ambience. Her sighs and pauses, her physical movements set the emotional tone before she utters any words. This performative authority is given second order verbal (18.75%) and mental (16.67%) clauses, with material action being backgrounded (10.42%). These behavioral profiles allow for a “show-don’t-tell” authority, where a moral stance is enacted physically, before being signed off on verbally (Simpson, 2004). Hasan (1989) also associates relational and behavioral processes with maternal regulation of values. In this story, Mother’s acts of dominance mark her out as an affective moral anchor that regulates norms by being there, rather than by issuing commands.
6.2.6 Mr. Mhina as a Material Actor, with Cognitive Authority
Mr Mhina integrates material (46.15%) and mental processes (36.92%) (n = 65), aided by trace amounts of verbal (10.77%), behavioural (3.08%) and existential (2.03%). He is a high-agency Actor who does and decides, but he doesn’t speak that much. Instrumentally, then, his authority is performed; he inspects, adjudges, initiates plan, and then leaves their execution to others. This accords with Van Leeuwen’s (2008) model of instrumental power, in which control is achieved not by incessant speech, but by access to resources and decision-making power. Whereas Father’s reflective dominance or Mr. Mhina is hybrid: Actor, Senser, though less of a Sayer, signifying a type of paternalistic authority that is pragmatic.
6.2.7 Rehema as an Axial Presentation of Mental, Verbal, and Physical Activity
Rehema’s transitivity is the most complex of all the participants in our narrative and, perhaps for this reason, also the most balanced. Mental (28.73%) is the most frequent followed by the tie of verbal (24.25%) and acting (22.01%) and their combination and then material (16.79%) and the least seen in existential (7.09%) and relational (1.12%) (n = 268). To this tri-axial distribution (sensing–speaking– showing) corresponds her subjection as subjectivity (mental) and voice (verbal) and embodied being (behavioural), communicating the resistance of the servant stereotype as the mere materiality of a slave. This kind of balance is what Halliday & Matthiessen (2014) refer to as the provision of multi-dimensional agency. Most importantly, the relatively low percentage of material about a housegirl points to an intentional narrative strategy: the text is about Rehema’s inner life and the sound of her own voice rather than simply about work. This is a feminist-stylistic device borrowing from Mills (1995) and Lazar (2005) and it resonates with Musyoka (2022) and Onyango (2023) who observe how recent East African fiction is repositioning domestic workers as thinking speaking agents. In this way, Rehema comes to function as a site of resistance—the very presence of her body and her discourse resist the silencing performed on figures such as Asha.
Put differently, when transitivity patterns are lumped together across characters, the story world is constructed as one in which mental (27.03%) and behavioural (24.86%) processes dominate, followed by material (22.16%) and verbal (20.18%) processes, while existential (3.96%) and relational (1.80%) processes play a minor role. This distribution gives weight to inner stance and embodied response (a little over 52%) over pure action or speech, and it is a texture of narrative that is more reflective and along affective lines, and less action-driven.  Character parts correspond almost seamlessly to socio-gendered roles; that is, Asha functions as subaltern labour through (im)materiality processes, Mr Mhina and Father share the use of authority, with Father enacting instrumental and mental processes and Mr Mhina enacting evaluative mental positioning, Mother regulates the affective domestic through behaviour act, while Mary appears as a “voice-only” figure, circulating discourse but not action. On the other hand, Rahema, the protagonist, disrupts the maid stereotype through the intersection of thought, voice and an embodied presence to disrupt the muting of such a character. This synthesis substantiates Koussouhon and Dossoumou’s (2022) and Mwinlaaru’s (2019) assertions that transitivity choices in African domestic narratives reify not only plot functions, but ideological standpoints as servants are silent and embodied whereas patriarchal figures dominate through the cognitive and instrumental domains. Yet, Rehema’s distribution marks a notable deviation—her mental, verbal, and behavioural richness foregrounds her humanity, positioning the text as a feminist intervention within the tradition of servant fiction.
6.3 Implications of the Findings for Halliday’s Transitivity Theoretical  
The transitivity distribution of the story shows an interesting prevalence of material processes, making for 57% of the total number. Characters, particularly Rehema, are also depicted through their behaviors and what is happening to their bodies or inside their hearts, as in “could not wait to leave”, in “her heart stopped for a second”. This priority lends an observational tone to the narrative voice, in which the narrator “shows,” rather than “tells,” states of consciousness. Rehema’s position of behavioural dominance makes her into a reactor, not an actor, her formation of self coming in terms of responses and embodied states rather than decisive actions. In Hallidayan terms, this represents a restricted sense of agency, the kind of agency the woman has as a domestic worker and as a subject which is mediated predominantly by virtue of her affective responses rather than through the transformative shaping of her context.
The material processes are at a moderate pace (19%), detailing physical actions such as “worked long hours” and “packed her stuff.” Although these verbs emphasise Rehema’s function of labouring and controlling her immediate situation, their low frequency suggests that the text foregrounds her survival rather than her active making of her world. The conservative selection of material clauses also serves to highlight her limited power within the social context she occupies.
Cognitive processes are anaemic, representing 10% of the sample. This scarcity encodes Rehema’s thinking, emotions, or perceptions. The text frequently gestures toward such interiority through physical behaviour, and the audience pieces together thought and feeling from what is visible. This stylistic mode dovetails with a narrative economy in which cognition remains in the background, and the impression is of a character whose subjectivity is expressed through exteriorised effects rather than stated directly.
Verbal processes make up 11%, so dialogue and reported speech are a feature but a secondary one in the text. Conversations also serve as revealing windows between people, although they are not used to carry the plot or the characters. Unfortunately, in terms of character agency, this means that Rehema and her kind are not given the role of players of influence within the oral domain, to influence the course of events through speaking.
Relational processes are least widespread (3%), and there are hardly any clauses with an expression of identity or with the copular verbs of ‘being’ and ‘having’. This paucity indicates that the author is less interested in describing roles or positing states of being than in activities and actions. Existential processes are also entirely missing (0%), implying that there are no abstract constructions like “there was” and “there is” in the text. Instead, the stories are attached to material, observable things.
When all of these relations are considered together, they deliver an experiential, immediate, embodied narrative world:  On the one hand, valorizing behavioural processes while suppressing material, psychic and relational alternatives, and, on the other hand, Rehema emerges less as an authorial subject of thought or action and more as a figure whose presence is felt through affectivity and its laboured, embodied performability. Halliday’s model shows, then, how, through language choice, thematic issues such as limited agency, social subordination, and the actually led existence of domestic work are constructed.
7. Summary
This study examined Halliday’s transitivity system as tool in tracing characterisation and creation of meaning in Rehema the House Girl. The study was prompted by the perceived lack of research investigating transitivity in fictional discourse, despite a wealth of traditions of stylistics and narrative analysis, in Tanzanian contexts.  The study examined a clause-based textual analysis through categorising the clauses according to Halliday’s six process types: material, mental, relational, behavioural, verbal, and existential, respectively. Frequencies were standardised for descriptive patterns and qualitative interpretations were used to relate linguistic behaviour to story signification. The results indicated the prevalence of behavioural definitions (57%) that represent Rehema as a reactor who responds to outward physical and emotional stimuli. Material processes (19%) evinced endurance and labour over transformation, and mental processes (10%) and verbal processes (11%) were subsidiary, demonstrating a muted interiority and a lack of negotiating agency. Relational (3%) and existential (0%) processes were very limited or non-existent, indicating that the story was predominantly about what occurs in ‘real’ life and is observed. Combined, these decisions portray Rehema as a subject of limited agency, reflecting the socio-economic inferiority of domestic employees.
The study, therefore, argues that transitivity analysis is a rich tool for understanding how Tanzanian fiction embeds gender, power and social marginality. Combining its attention to local features of textual data with global and African scholarship, it works on two levels to develop systemic functional stylistics and literary linguistic scholarship on East African texts. It also highlights the importance of additional Tanzanian applications of SFL to deepen insights into the ways language is used to structure storylines and construct representations of culture.
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