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Adjectives in Tolowa Dee-ni' 
Adjectives in typological studies have been argued, most notably by Dixon (1982, 2004, 2010), as a 
universal grammatical category.  In Dene languages adjectival type words have been described as a 
separate category (Rice 1979) and as verb stems that form a subtype of verbs (Golla 1970, Kari 1979 
and Rice 1989). In Dixon 2010, he argues that adjectives can be defined by subtle properties by sharing 
properties with other grammatical classes, such as verbs and nouns.  Drawing upon Dixon, I have 
defined a grammatical class of adjectives in Tolowa Dee-ni' which share properties with both verbs and 
nouns. 
Adjectives can take some of the same tense/aspect inflections as verbs:  

1. n-v-sh-chwa 
 PERF-FIL-1SG-big 
 'I am big' 
 

2. gh-i-n-chwa 
 PERF-FIL-2SG-big 
 'you were big' 
 

But like nouns, and unlike verbs, they can occur as predicates with the copula li~:  
3. hii   meexwvtlhyaa~ne  ghii~li~ 

 3SG  teacher     3SG.GH-COP 
 's/he was a teacher' 

4. lhin' lkaa ghii~li~ 
 dog  fat   3SG.GH-COP 
 'dog was fat'  
 

5. ghii ch'vsne nnchwa mvn'   min' nasya 
 the    man     big      house  in     3SG.walk 
 'the big man walked in the house' 
 
Thus the behavior of adjectives is not identical to either nouns or verbs.  However, adjectives do not 
have properties that are unique to themselves.  Adjectives are verbal in that they are verb stems that can 
take subject and perfective prefixes.  They are nominal in that they share the ability to take copulas in 
nonverbal predicate constructions. There are three morphologically defined subgroups of adjectives, 
adjectives that are marked with a 1. n- perfective, 2. a lh- classifer and 3. with no prefix.  Each of the 
three morphological subcategories consists of multiple semantic categories of adjectives.  A class of 
non-finite verbs with adjectival type meaning fill the same syntactic position as adjectives when 
modifying a noun.   
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