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1. Introduction
!e verb in Tlingit has been described in previous analyses as having a four-way
transitivity distinction (Story 1966; Story and Naish 1973; Leer 1991), a descrip-
tion which is apparently peculiar to Tlingit. In this paper I review the previous
descriptions of transitivity in Tlingit, then reanalyze the various forms in light of
modern cross-linguistic conceptions of transitivity and valence. Subsequently I
propose that Tlingit does not have a four-way contrast per se, but instead follows
the typical pattern of what Dixon and Aikhenvald (2000) term a split-S system.
!us Tlingit has a contrast between transitive verbs on the one hand and unerga-
tive and unaccusative intransitive verbs on the other, albeit with several subclasses
of defective verb paradigms.

For a summary of pertinent features of the Tlingit language and for a glossary of
nonstandard terminology and abbreviations, please see the appendix in section 5
on page 12.

2. Previous descriptions
Although Boas (1917) did describe the Tlingit verb to some extent, his analysis
was crippled by a lack of understanding of the morphological intricacies of the
verb pre"x template and classi"er, and as such was incomplete. !e "rst thorough
description of Tlingit morphology and syntax was performed by Story (1966) and
Naish (1966) a#er their SIL-sponsored "eldwork in Southeast Alaska in the 1960s.
Together they published a dictionary of Tlingit verbs (Story andNaish 1973) which
contains an essential sketch of verbal grammar composed from their previous re-
search.

Naish (1966, p. 43) describes the Tlingit verb as classi"ed into four transitivity
classes: transitive, intransitive, stative, and impersonal. Her argument is based

1



−Object +Object
−Subject impersonal objective
+Subject intransitive transitive

Table 1: Leer’s transitivity classes (Leer 1991, p. 49)

on the occurrence or lack of pronominal agreement pre"xes and/or noun phrases
in subject or direct object position. She claims that transitive verb themes may
occur with both subject and object agreement, intransitive verb themes with only
subject agreement or an overt subject, statives with only object agreement or an
overt object, and impersonals with neither subject nor object nor their associated
agreement pre"xes.

Leer (1991, pp. 48$) essentially agrees with Naish’s claim, but calls the transi-
tivity classes “valence classes” and renames Naish’s stative class as “objective”. He
describes the pronominal agreement pre"xes1 as represented as slots in the verb’s
theme, and then states that the theme is conditioned for transitivity on the basis of
which pronominal agreement slots are available. !us the transitive verb themes
have open slots for both subject (+2) and object (+12) agreement, the intransitive
verb themes have only the subject slot available, the objective verb themes have only
the object slot available, and the impersonal verb themes have both slots blocked.
Leer’s system is represented in table 1.

In a footnote (p. 48) Leer describes the objective class of verb themes as corre-
sponding to the “‘unaccusative verbs’ of RelationalGrammar and ‘ergative verbs’ of
Government and Binding”. Relational Grammar is the source of the unaccusative
hypothesis, and as such Leer is correct. However the so-called “ergative verbs” of
GB are not ergative in the usual sense of the term, as Dixon (1994, p. 20) explains.
Furthermore, Leer gives no explicit examples of split-intransitivity nor does he fur-
ther discuss the distinction.

In the following subsections I will present examples of the classes as given by
Story and Leer. I will postpone discussion of them until the following section,
since my proposal is quite di$erent and would confuse presentation of the prior
descriptions.

1Leer calls these “incorporated prononominals”, which I "nd confusing. !e pronominal agree-
ment pre"xes were probably historically derived from incorporated pronouns, but synchronically
describing them as such relates them inappropriately with the incorporated nouns which have little
syntactic function.
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2.1. Transitive
!e transitive class that Leer (1991) describes is identical with that of Story and
Naish. It is typically transitive, consisting of verb themes which take both subject
and object arguments. It should be noted that his examples of transitivity are lim-
ited to sentences lacking overt subject and object NPs, thus representing A, S, and
O only by pronominal agreement pre"xes (+2 and +12). !is is partially due to the
fact that Tlingit tends to restrict overt nonpronominal NPs to one per clause, and
favors omission of both where their meanings can be derived from context (Leer
1991, p. 24).

(1) a. ixhsixhán
ʔi-xha-si-xhán
2sg.obj-1sg.subj-(s, −D, +I)-love
“I love you” (Leer 1991, p. 49)

b. xhat isixhán
xhat-ʔi-si-xhán
1sg.obj-2sg.subj-(s, −D, −I)-love

gé?
gé
q

“do you love me?” (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 2002, p. 18)

2.2. Intransitive
Leer’s intransitive class consists of verb themes where the single core argument is
syntactically represented by a subject agreement pre"x (+2). He gives no examples
of intransitives with overt NP arguments in his discussion, however examples can
be recovered from his data elsewhere. Story and Naish (1973, p. 366) describe
intransitives similarly, where intransitive verb themesmay take a subject agreement
pre"x or subject NP but not an object pre"x or object NP.

(2) a. yaa nxhagút
yaa=na-xha--gút
along=prog-1sg.subj-(, −D, −I)-go.sg
“I am going along” (Leer 1991, p. 49)

b. yées
ÿées
new

taat
taat
night

haat uwagút
haat=ÿu--ÿa-gút
hither=perf-3neu.subj-(, −D, +I)-go.sg

“the New Year has come” (Leer 1991, p. 50)2

2I "nd the translation of yŽes taat as “New Year” peculiar, but I have not con"rmed it with a
native speaker. It may have been taken out of context, or may be a typo for t‡akw “winter, year”.
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c. xh'axhwditàan
xh'a-ÿu-xha-di-tàan
mouth-perf-1sg.subj-(, +D, +I)-carry.sg
“I spoke” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 366, cf. p. 202)

2.3. Objective
As noted previously, Story and Naish (1973, p. 366) refer to this class as stative. It
is easy to understand their choice of this term since most verb themes in this class
denote states or qualities which characterize the argument. !eir description is
that of themes which do not occur with a subject pre"x or NP, but which take an
object pre"x or NP.

(3) a. xhat seiwa.át'
xhat-sa-ÿa-ʔát'
1sg.obj-slex-(, −D, +I)-cold
“I am cold” (Story 1966, p. 66)3

b. xhat woolitèesh
xhat-ÿu-li-tèesh
1sg.obj-perf-(l, −D, +I)-lonesome
“I am lonesome” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 366, cf. p. 127)

Some themes that Story and Naish give are not clearly stative, such as those in
example 4. Presumably this is why Leer decided to rename the class as objective.

(4) a. haa loowagòokh
haa-lu-ÿu-ÿa-gòokh
1pl.obj-nose-perf-(, −D, +I)-run.pl
“we ran” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 366, cf. p. 177)

b. ee tukawjiyáa
ʔee-tu-ka-ÿu-ji-yáa
2sg.obj-mind-klex-perf-(sh, +D, +I)-hesitate

agé?
ʔagé
foc.q

“are you hesitating?” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 366, cf. p. 108)

Leer proposes a subclass of objectives which features the inde"nite human sub-
ject pre"x du- (+2) in verb themes that would otherwise be objective. His example
is given below.

3!e pre"x slex sa-"lls the inalienable incorporated noun slot (+10), but the noun from which
it is derived is unknown and its meaning is as yet unclear to me.
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(5) xhat kawduwasáy
xhat-ka-ÿu-du-ÿa-sáÿ
1sg.obj-klex-perf-indh.subj-(, −D, +I)-hot
“I am hot” (Leer 1991, p. 49)

Leer calls this subclass the du-objective. His argument is that the appearance of
this pronominal pre"x is lexically conditioned and thus irrelevant to the transitivity
classi"cation of these verb themes.

2.4. Impersonal
!e impersonal themes are described by Leer (1991) as lacking nonlexicalized sub-
ject and object agreement pre"xes. Almost all of the impersonal themes listed in
Story and Naish 1973 feature a lexically speci"ed object pre"x of some kind.

(6) awdigaan
ʔa-ÿu-di-gaan
3neu.obj-perf-(, +D, +I)-shine
“(the sun) is shining” (Leer 1991, p. 49)

Story andNaish (1973, p. 367) do provide an example of one impersonal theme
which clearly lacks both subject and object pre"xes. !e theme is xee-Øa-ʔaat
[dusk-(, −D, −I)-go.pl] which is translated as “to fade (of daylight), to be dusk”.
Example 7 shows it in use.

(7) yándei
yán-dei
seashore-all

yaa xeena.át
yaa=xee-na--ʔát
down=dusk-prog-(, −D, −I)-go.pl

“it is getting dusk”, “dusk is falling” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 63)

!e question however arises whether the incorporated noun xee “dusk” is in
this theme functioning as a syntactic object. Leer (1991, p. 41) in fact explicitly
states that incorporated nouns are always syntactically the object of the verb, and
that incorporation occurs only with objective and transitive verbs. If this is the case
then the verb theme xee-Øa-ʔaat is in fact not impersonal, but objective with the
incorporated xeeas its object.

As with the objective class, Leer proposes a du-impersonal subclass which con-
sists of themes containing the inde"nite human subject du- (+2). His example is
given below.
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(8) wuduwanúk
ÿu-du-ÿa-núk
perf-indh.subj-(, −D, +I)-blow
“(the wind) is blowing” (Leer 1991, p. 49)4

3. Reanalysis
In informing my investigation of transitivity in Tlingit, I rely heavily on Dixon and
Aikhenvald’s (2000) summary of cross-linguistic transitivity. !ey give two uni-
versal clause types, namely transitive and intransitive clauses. Transitive clauses
feature a transitive predicate V and two core arguments which are A and O, the
transitive subject and transitive object. Intransitive clauses have an intransitive
predicate V and a single core argument which is S. Some languages feature an ex-
tended transitive (i.e. ditransitive) type with A, O, and E. Tlingit to my knowledge
lacks this extended transitive clause type, however I have not looked for the rare
extended intransitive clause type with S and E.

Dixon and Aikhenvald also distinguish valency separately from transitivity,
contrasting with Leer’s terminology. Valency in their usage relates to the number of
core arguments. !is is distinct from transitivity which describes the typesof core
arguments speci"ed by the verb. !us an intransitive clause type may be monova-
lent with only one core argument S, or may be divalent with two core arguments
S and E; similarly, a transitive clause may be divalent with two core arguments A
and O, or may be trivalent with three core arguments A, O, and E.

Additional elaboration of transitivity classes is common among the world’s lan-
guages. One elaboration important for the discussion in this paper is that of two
subclasses of intransitives known as split-intransitivity. Some intransitive verbs
mark S in the same way as the A of a transitive verb, in which case the S argu-
ment is symbolized Sa; intransitives which mark S in the same way as the O of a
transitive verb are symbolized So. !e former typically refer to volitional activities
and are called unergatives, whereas the latter typically refer to nonvolitional activ-
ities and are called unaccusatives. Such a system is termed either split-Sor ! uid-S
depending on how strict the division is between the two classes – some languages
allow varying Sa or So marking depending on the degree of control of the S argu-
ment over the activity. Dixon (1994) examines the topic of split-intransitivity in
much greater detail.

4!is is given aswuduwan’gwby Leer, which is probably a typo. Compare Story andNaish 1973,
p. 32.
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!e analyses of transitivity by Naish, Story, and Leer are dissatisfying in their
employment of peculiar structure and terminology, as well as their failure to clearly
describe the various verb phenomenawhich are lumped together in the impersonal
and objective classes. Rice (1991) gives a convincing argument for Slave having a
division between unaccusative and unergative intransitives. Since Slave is a related
language in the Athabaskan subfamily of Na-Dené, and since other work has de-
scribed similar organization in other Athabaskan languages, I expect that Tlingit
has similar organization as well.

Because the notion of “subject” and “object” as core arguments is confusing
in ergative-absolutive languages, I will henceforth label the pronominal pre"xes
which agree for the A argument as ergative and those which agree for O as absolu-
tive. In glosses these are erg and abs respectively; compare to the previous use of
subj and obj.

3.1. Transitives
As noted previously, Tlingit prefers to restrict sentences to a single core argument
phrase when possible. !us the typical transitive sentence features only an O argu-
ment since the A argument is usually an agent, as in example 9a. However transi-
tive sentences with both arguments do occur, such as in example 9b. Note that this
features explicit A and O arguments, the A marked with ergative case.5 !e word
order is markedly AVO here, with the object NP postposed a#er the verb. Extra-
posing of phrases is a pragmatic phenomenon described by Leer (1991, p. 24$).

(9) a. xh'óon
xh'óon
fur.seal:abs

yaxhwaatsàakh
-ÿa-ÿu-xha-ÿa-tsàakh
3neu.abs-ylex-perf-1sg.erg-(, −D, +I)-pursue

“I followed a fur seal” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 162)
b. keitlch

keitl-ch
dog-erg

shawlihík
-sha-ÿu--li-hík
3neu.abs-head-perf-3neu.erg-(l, −D, +I)-"ll

yáa
yáa
det.prox

aan
ʔaan
town:abs

“this town is full of dogs”, lit. “dogs "ll this town” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 89)

Note that this theme features an incorporated noun sha- “head” in slot +10.
Since this sentence has an overt O, Leer’s (1991, p. 49) argument that the incor-
porated noun in a verb theme is syntactically the object of the verb seems to be
incorrect. It is possible that sha- could instead be the agreement pre"x for the O,
but this would be both semantically and syntactically peculiar.

5I have annotated absolutive O and So arguments in my glosses, however I hesitate to propose a
zero morpheme for the absolutive case pending further research.
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Example 10 shows themes which Story and Naish (1973, p. 289) claim are in-
transitive, but which I claim are actually transitive.

(10) a. aadéi
ʔaa-déi
there-all

khugaxhtutéen
khu-ga--gha-tu--téen
indh.abs-ascd-irr-dscd-1pl.erg-(, −D, −I)-see

“we will visit there”, “we will go on a trip to there” (Naish 1966, p. 44)
b. axhwdlisín

ʔa-ÿu-xha-dli-sín
3neu.abs-perf-1sg.erg-(l, +D, +I)-hide
“I hid (myself)” (id.)

Prior arguments for the intransitivity of these and similar themes are based in
the semantic claim that the inde"nite human absolutive khu- and the third per-
son neutral absolutive ʔa- (both +12) do not represent actual arguments because
such themes disallow overt O phrases for the pre"xes to agree with. However in
example 10a it is certainly conceivable that the thematic goal of the verb could be
people who are being visited, and thus khu- could be considered as an expletive.
Example 10b is more problematic, but the existence of +D in the classi"er points
toward middle voice, something common to all Na-Dené languages (!ompson
1996). Semantics aside, I claim that such themes are not intransitives, but are in-
stead syntactically transitive themes with a defective paradigm.

Now consider Leer’s du-objective subclass which consists of verbs which take
only an O argument but which feature the inde"nite human ergative du- (+2), as
in example 5 on page 5. !is du- cannot agree with an overt A phrase, and hence
Leer claims that the pre"x is meaningless and that this subclass of themes is thus
objective. I feel that this is an unnecessary appeal to semantics, and that this sub-
class is better described as a defective transitive. As a defective verb, it does not
completely "t the paradigm of transitives, but the ergative agreement may again be
considered to be a sort of expletive pronominal.

3.2. Unergative intransitives
!e verbs in example 11 characteristically involve a volitional action such that the
argument is the thematic agent of the event. !is corresponds to the unergative
intransitive class, and thus the sole core argument of these verbs is the ergative Sa.

(11) a. héent
héen-t
river-punct

xhwaahòo
ÿu-xha-ÿa-hòo
perf-1sg.erg-(, −D, +I)-wade
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 “I’m wading in the river” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 240)
b. kei oowa.íx'

kei=ÿu--ÿa-ʔíx'
up=perf-3neu.erg-(, −D, +I)-shout

wéi
wéi
det.mdist

xóots
xóots
brown.bear

“the brown bear growled” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 103)

!is class should correlate with the prior intransitive class, such as the themes
in example 2 on page 3. But many of the themes which Story and Naish present
as intransitives in their verb dictionary (1973) do not appear to be unergatives ac-
cording to my analysis. Example 12a is actually transitive, with the ʔa- agreeing
with ʔeexh'Ži. Example 12b is transitive as well, but with middle voice indicated by
+D in the classi"er and re?exive absolutive agreement. Many others I exclude for
including the absolutive khu- and ʔa- pre"xes as argued previously.

(12) a. ee
ʔee
2sg.poss

xh'éi
xh'éi
mouth.inal:abs

axhaahèen
ʔa-xha-ÿa-hèen
3neu.abs-1sg.erg-(, −D, +I)-believe

“I believe you”, lit. “I believe your words” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 28)
b. axh

ʔaxh
1sg.poss

yàadei
yàa-dei
here-all

sh tl'ekh-shakawdlináash
sh-tl'ekh-sha-ka-ÿu--dli-náash
rflx.abs-"nger-tip-klex-perf-3neu.erg-(l, +D, +I)-shake

“he shook his "nger at me” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 186)

In fact, a cursory review of the verbs given by Story and Naish (1973, pp. 265–
342) turned up only 23 themes marked as intransitive which do not feature a lex-
ically speci"ed agreement pre"x and which are not marked with middle voice by
−D in the classi"er. !is means that true unergative intransitives in Tlingit are
actually rather rare.

As with Leer’s du-objective subclass which I treat as transitive, I reassign his
du-impersonal class such as that in example 5 on page 5 to the unergatives. As
with other unergatives, the themes in this class do not take an O argument nor do
they feature an absolutive agreement pre"x. !ese themes have inde"nite human
ergative du- agreement which I argue is grounds for inclusion in the unergative
class, despite their disallowing an overt Sa argument which gives them a defective
paradigm.

3.3. Unaccusative intransitives
Story and Naish’s stative class and Leer’s objective class is composed primarily of
stative verbs which are fairly numerous. Since Tlingit has a very small closed set of
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adjectives, that it should have a great quantity of statives comes as no surprise. !e
stative/objective class is characterized by a single core argument that is agreed for
as an object. In my analysis this is the unmarked absolutive argument, indicated in
the verb by absolutive agreement. !us the stative/objective themes in examples 3
and 4 on page 4 are all unaccusatives. I exclude from the unaccusatives however
Leer’s du-objectivesubclass which I have already argued is transitive.

Story and Naish (1973, p. 377) note that there are a number of stative themes
which have +D in the classi"er andwhich correspond to −D transitive themes, such
as the pair in example 13.

(13) a. xhat yeelixwétl
xhat-yee-li-xwétl
1sg.abs-2pl.erg-(l, −D, +I)-tire
“you.pl make me tired” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 231)

b. xhat xh'awdixwétl
xhat-xh'a-ÿu-di-xwétl
1sg.abs-mouth-perf-(, +D, +I)-tire
“I’m tired of talking” (id.)

!e appearance here of +D points towards middle voice, but whether there is a
covert A argument is unclear. It is possible in 13b that there may be an agreement
pre"x "- 3neu.erg which would make the theme transitive, however further in-
vestigation is needed to show cases where other ergative agreement pre"xes might
arise with similar themes. For now I class these as unaccusatives.

Aside from Leer’s du-impersonal which I have reassigned to the unergative in-
transitives, the impersonal class is composed almost entirely of themes which have
a lexically speci"ed absolutive agreement pre"x, such as example 6 on page 5. In
fact, all of these object pre"xes appear to be either the inde"nite human absolutive
khu- or the third person neutral absolutive ʔa- (both +12), a pattern which is fa-
miliar from defective verbs in the transitive class. Unlike the transitive themes,
these themes disallow ergative agreement pre"xes, and as such I class them as
unaccusatives, albeit defective ones. Interestingly, most of these themes describe
weather and the behavior of inanimate but motive substances such as smoke and
water. It may be that the khu- and perhaps ʔa- pre"xes are being reanalyzed as
semantic indicators of weather-related phenomena, such as those in example 14.

(14) a. khúnaxh
khúnaxh
very

xhat oowat'áa
xhat-ÿu-ÿa-t'áa
1sg.abs-perf-(, −D, +I)-warm

10



“I’m very warm” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 242)
b. khoowat'áa

khu-ÿu-ÿa-t'áa
indh.abs-perf-(, −D, +I)-warm

yáa
yáa
det.prox

yakyee
yakyee
day

“(the weather) is warm today” (id.)
c. axh

axh
1sg.poss

leitóoxh
leitóoxh
throat:inal

oowaxúk
-ÿu-ÿa-xúk
3neu.abs-perf-(, −D, +I)-dry

“my throat is dry” (Story and Naish 1973, p. 76)
d. khoowaxúk

khu-ÿu-ÿa-xúk
indh.abs-perf-(, −D, +I)-dry
“(the weather) is dry” (id.)

!e khu- here could be described as expletive pronominal agreement which
represents some covert argument for the weather, much as with English’s “weather
it” in sentences such as it israiningand it iscold. Consequently, such themes would
be perfectly regular unaccusatives. Sentences such as that in example 15, when
tested against native speakers, might help determine whether this structure is a
true unaccusative or a defective one.

(15) % khoowak'éi
khu-ÿu-ÿa-k'éi
indh.abs-perf-(, −D, +I)-good

yaa
yaa
det.prox

khutí
khutí
weather

“this weather is nice”6

4. Conclusion
I have reviewed the previous descriptions of transitivity in Tlingit given by Naish,
Story, and Leer. In contrast to their respective four-way distinctions between tran-
sitivity classes based on both syntactic and semantic parameters, I have presented
a three-way division of verbs into conventional transitive, unergative intransitive,
and unaccusative intransitive classes. Table 2 on the following page provides a sum-
mary of the distribution of agreement pre"xes in relation to both the previous tran-
sitivity classes and my proposed ones. I also have addressed the large subclasses of
defective verbs in Tlingit and have reassigned them to the three transitivity classes
based exclusively on syntactic phenomena.

6Note that the noun khut’ “weather”, is itself derived from the unaccusative weather verb khu-
Øa-tee[indh.abs-(, −D, +I)-be] “to weather-be”.
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Class A/Sa O/So Prior class

transitive erg- abs- transitive
du-transitive du- abs- du-objective
a-transitive erg- a- intransitive
khu-transitive erg- khu- intransitive

unergative erg- — intransitive
du-unergative du- — du-impersonal

unaccusative — abs- stative/objective
a-unaccusative — a- impersonal
khu-unaccusative — khu- impersonal

impersonal (?) — — impersonal

Table 2: Distribution of agreement pre"xes in transitivity classes

!e only verb themewhich fails to "tmy system seems to be xee-Øa-ʔaat [dusk-
(, −D, −I)-go.pl]. !is appears to be the only true impersonal verb in Tlingit
which does not take either A or O arguments and which also lacks lexically speci-
"ed agreement pre"xes. I leave the question of whether this theme is defective or
is a unique irregular to future research.

Further investigation into transitivity in Tlingit would bene"t from elicitation
and interview work with native speakers since this work was restricted to textual
sources. Also a corpus-based approach using the verb dictionary (Story and Naish
1973) and extant Tlingit texts (i.e. Swanton (1909); Boas (1917); Dauenhauer and
Dauenhauer (1987, 1990); Nyman and Leer (1993)) would be highly pro"table for
both linguistic research and pedagogical use in language revitalization e$orts.

5. Appendix: Language description
!is section provides a brief sketch of certain aspects of the Tlingit language which
are salient to the discussion of transitivity in this paper. Tlingit (Eng. /ˈklɪŋˌkɪt/,
Tl. Ling’t /ɬɪn.kɪt́/) is a Na-Dené language spoken in Southeast Alaska and neigh-
boring parts of the Yukon Territories and British Columbia. Like most North
American indigenous langauges, it is highly endangered, with <400 ?uent speak-
ers almost all over the age of 60,7 and children are not learning it as a "rst lan-
guage. Tlingit is an ergative AOV/SV language which marks nouns for case and
possession, but not gender. Nouns are classed as alienable or inalienable, based

7Personal estimate based on information from Sealaska Heritage Institute, personal experience,
and estimates from community informants.
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Long/Tense Short/Lax

ee [iː] oo [uː] i [ɪ] u [ʊ]
ei [eː] e [ɛ]

aa [ɑː] a [ʌ]

Table 3: Vowels in the Tlingit e-mail orthography

largely on obligatory possession. Nouns are also implicitly classi"ed by physical
properties which are made salient by the use of particular classi"catory verbs. !e
noun phrase may be marked for number but usually is not, except for human re-
lation terms – grandparent, man, aunt, etc. – which have mandatory plural forms.
Whether or not an argument is marked for plurality, the verbmarks number for its
arguments or for the action itself, with certain verbs having suppletive plural or col-
lective roots. !e verb is, like all Na-Dené languages, characterized by a large addi-
tive set of pre"xes and su@xeswhich are attached to a verb stem formed from a root
and classi"er pre"x, and all parts of the verb undergo complex context-dependent
phonological changes.

5.1. Phonology and orthography
!is paper uses the “e-mail” orthography for Tlingit.8 !is is a modi"ed form of
the Naish-Story orthography used since the 1970s, where the underscore diacritic
indicating uvular consonants is replaced with a digraph of the velar consonant and
!h". !e orthography is given with IPA equivalents in tables 3 and 4.

An acute accent over a vowel – e.g. !á" – indicates high tone and no accent –
e.g. !a" – indicates low tone. Word-initial vowels are preceded by a glottal stop; this
is not re?ected in the orthography. !e Tongass Tlingit dialect featured a toneless
system with four vowel distinctions between plain, long, glottalized, and fading
(Leer 1979), however this dialect has recently become extinct, and as such is not
re?ected in the orthography. Also the Sanya-Henya dialect has a tone register sys-
tem with a four-way distinction between high, unmarked, low, and falling tone;
these are not re?ected in the orthography because Sanya-Henya speakers are few
in number and the dialect is mutually intelligible with other dialects.

!e Interior Tlingit dialects spoken in Canada have a consonant !m" [m] which
replaces !w", and a consonant ! ll" [l] whichmay vary with !n". !ese are occasion-
ally seen in writings from Canadian speakers, but will not be used here.

8See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tlingit_alphabet for more information about the
various Tlingit orthographies.
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d [t] dz [ts] j [tʃ] dl [tɬ] g [k] gw [kʷ] gh [q] ghw [qʷ]
t [tʰ] ts [tsʰ] ch [tʃʰ] tl [tɬʰ] k [kʰ] kw [kʰʷ] kh [qʰ] khw [qʰʷ]
t' [t’] ts' [tsʼ] ch' [tʃ ʼ] tl' [tɬ’] k' [kʼ] k'w [kʼʷ] kh' [q’] kh'w [q’ʷ] . [ʔ]a

s [s] sh [ʃ] l [ɬ] x [x] xw [xʷ] xh [χ] xhw [χʷ] h [h]
s' [s’] l' [ɬ’] x' [x’] x'w [x’ʷ] xh' [χ’] xh'w [χ’ʷ]

n [n] y [j] w [w]

Table 4: Consonants in the Tlingit e-mail orthography
aIn this paper the IPA glottal stop symbol 〈ʔ〉 is used rather than 〈.〉 in glosses.

In abstract morpheme glosses the consonant !ÿ" [ɰ] is used. !is existed his-
torically but has disappeared except among certain conservative speakers in the
Yakutat area. !is consonant is today realized as !w" in rounded environments,
e.g. !ÿ" + !u" → !wu", and otherwise as !y", e.g. !ÿ" + !a" → !ya". It can also merge
with other consonants to produce rounded forms of those consonants, e.g. !ÿu" +
!xha" → !xhwa", a major factor in the opacity of verb a@x contractions.

5.2. Morphology
!emorphological analyses given in this paper are developed from the pioneering
research by Naish (1966) and Story (1966). !e descriptive system here is an out-
growth of the one presented by Leer (1991). Cable (2004) o$ered a restructuring
of the verb pre"x template which I have adopted with some modi"cations in this
paper. Noun cases are those given by Leer but with names adjusted to be in keeping
with wider usage.

Since Naish and Story, the Tlingit verb has been normally analyzed through a
template morphology. According to Rice (2000) and Bird (2001) among others,
there are problems with a template analysis of Athabaskan verbs, but I will ignore
them here. !e template here has "#een pre"x slots and "ve su@x slots surround-
ing the root. As shown in table 5 on the next page, slots are numbered outwards
from the root which is zero, the pre"xes numbered positively and the su@xes num-
bered negatively. !us the pre"x slot closest to the root, the classi"er, is labeled +1,
and the outermost pre"x slot, the adverbial proclitics, is labeled +15.

As with the Athabaskan languages (Rice 2000, p. 9$.), Tlingit verb themes tend
to violate a number of widely held morphological expectations: the a@x struc-
ture is baroque, in?ectional morphemes are intermixed with derivational ones, de-
pendencies between morphemes are discontinuous and complex, and morpheme
ordering is somewhat variable and opaque. In addition Tlingit has a large set of
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Slot Description

+15 adverbial proclitics
+14 reciprocal woosh-
+13 3rd person ergative (subject) number agreement
+12 absolutive (object) agreement
+11 alienable incorporated nouns
+10 inalienable incorporated nouns
+9 lexical pre"x ya-
+8 lexical pre"x ka-
+7 outer aspect conjugations
+6 irrealis u-
+5 inner aspect conjugations
+4 perfective aspect Øu-
+3 distributive
+2 ergative (subject) agreement
+1 classi"er
0 root

−1 derivation
−2 duration
−3 inner modes
−4 outer modes
−5 epimodes

Table 5: Structure of the Tlingit verb template

phonological rules that contract or otherwise modify verb a@xes, as outlined by
Leer (1991, ch. 5).
5.2.1. Verb themes
!e term thememay require some explanation to those unfamiliar with Na-Dené
languages. Usually in descriptive works on syntax the theme (also patient) refers
a particular thematic role of a verb which is directly a$ected by the action, event,
or state that the verb denotes. In Athabaskan linguistics it is instead a term of art
describing an abstract verb template with a particular root in which certain a@x
slots are "lled or constrained, and other slots are open or blocked (Cable 2006). A
verb root is not free in the Na-Dené languages. Instead the root is elaborated into
a number of semantically distinct verb themes through the use of the classi"er,
various lexical pre"xes, and incorporated nouns.
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For a Tlingit illustration, consider the following list of verb themes all derived
from the root xweitl (Story and Naish 1973, p. 328). !is root might be interpreted
as meaning “tire”, but the root itself cannot be used without at least a classi"er
pre"x, and other a@xes may be lexically speci"ed to produce verb themes with
di$erent syntactic and semantic structure. !us each of these themes represents a
syntactically and semantically distinct lexical item, although all are related seman-
tically through derivation from the root.

• #$%-di-xweitl [abs-(, +D, +I)-tire]: to be tired, to be weary
• #$%-&' ( -li-xweitl [abs-erg-(l, −D, +I)-tire]: to tire, to make tired (phys. or emot.)
• #$%-ka-&' ( -li-xweitl [abs-klex-erg-(l, −D, +I)-tire]: to itch, to tickle
• xh'a-#$%-li-xweitl [mouth-abs-(l, −D, +I)-tire]: to be tired of talking

!us in this article theme is reserved for the Na-Dené phenomenon, and pa-
tient will be used for the thematic role. !e term verb should be understood as a
hypernym of both verb root and verb theme, used where the distinction is pedantic
or otherwise unnecessary.

A verb theme might be thought of as a verbstem, but this term is inappropriate
because conjugated themes o#en require additional a@xes to appear between the
ones speci"ed by the theme due to the templatic structure of the verb complex.
Furthermore, as in the case of the classi"er, the internal structure of a@xes in the
theme may be modi"ed by in?ectional requirements. !e term verb stem can be
applied to refer to the classi"er+root combination inherent in all verb themes, but
this is of somewhat marginal utility.

It should be noted that in previous works on Tlingit and in other Athabaskanist
literature, a related term thematicis used to describe phenomenawhich are lexically
speci"ed by the verb theme. In the interest of reduced confusion I employ themore
widely used term lexical, as in “lexical pre"x” for a pre"x which has no syntactic
function.
5.2.2. The classifier
!e verb classi"er in particular deserves some discussion. !e classi"er9 in Tlingit
is not strictly a verb classi"er, but is instead an obligatory pre"x attached to the verb
root which indicates various qualities of the verb theme such as valency, argument
form, aspect, and agreement with other pre"xes, as well as argument classi"cations
such as physical shape and internal complexity. It could be called the zenith of
portmanteau morphemes as it encodes a complex and somewhat variable set of

9Story and Naish called this morpheme an “extensor”, however more recent work on Tlingit has
returned to the usage common among linguists working on the Athabaskan languages.
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qualities in a single indivisible (but not unanalyzable) morpheme.

−D +D
S −I +I −I +I

 - ÿa- da- di- ya-
l la- li- dl- dli- li-
s sa- si- s- dzi- si-
sh sha- shi- sh- ji- shi-

B A B A set
odd even

Table 6: Tlingit classi"er space C. Italics are the Naish-Story labels.

!e Tlingit verb classi"er at slot +1 can be considered a function of three di-
mensions, CL : (S × D × I) → C. !is three dimensional classi"er space C is dia-
grammed in table 6. !e S-dimension – what Leer (1991) calls the “series compo-
nent” – is one of four basic consonants comprising the set S = {, l, s, sh}. !e other
two are the D-dimensionD = {+D, −D} and the I-dimension I = {+I, −I}. Roughly,
the S-dimension value determines the central consonant, the D-dimension deter-
mines the existence of !d" in the consonant cluster, and the I-dimension deter-
mines the use of ! i" versus some other vowel. !us the classi"er function maps the
space C of sixteen di$erent classi"er pre"xes.

!e values of each of the classi"er arguments indicate diverse grammatical
functions or agreement with other morphemes of the verb. For example, +D is re-
quired in the classi"er for antipassives, middle voice, dissimulatives,10 agreement
with the inde"nite human ergative pre"x, agreement with the re?exive absolutive
pre"x, agreement with certain lexical pre"xes, and other in?ectional and deriva-
tional qualia (Leer 1991, p. 96).

5.3. Abbreviations
Many abbreviations used in this paper are uncommonor atypical due to the exigen-
cies of Tlingit grammar, although I have attempted to use widespread terminology
in favor of historical terms where possible. Table 7 on the next page summarizes
the abbreviations used herein, however common ones – e.g. 1pl for the "rst person
plural, subj for subject – are omitted.

10A mode which indicates pretending to do something.

17



Abbrev. Description

abs absolutive case, unmarked but noted in glosses
all allative case
atel atelic aspectual pre"x (+5 inner aspect conjugation)
ascd ascendant aspectual pre"x (+7 outer aspect conjugation)
dist distal distance “over there” (determiner)
dscd descendant aspectual pre"x (+5 inner aspect conjugation)
icom instrumental-comitative case
idfh inde"nite human (+12 absolutive agreement, +2 ergative agreement)
idfn inde"nite non-human (+12 absolutive agreement, +2 ergative agreement)
inal inalienable noun (alienable nouns are not marked)
inst instrumental case
irr irrealis pre"x (+6)
klex lexical pre"x ka- (+8), derived from noun ka “surface, top”
mdist mesiodistal distance “there” (determiner)
mprox mesioproximal distance “near here” (determiner)
neu neutral person deixis (+12 absolutive agreement, +2 ergative agreement)
obv obviative person deixis (+12 absolutive agreement)
perf perfective aspect pre"x (+4)
prog progressive aspectual pre"x (+5 inner aspect conjugation)
prox proximal distance “here” (determiner)
prx proximate person deixis (+12 absolutive agreement)
punct punctual case
rflx re?exive pre"x (+12 ergative agreement)
slex lexical pre"x sa- (+11 alienable incorporated nouns)
ylex lexical pre"x ya- (+9), derived from noun ya “face, front”

Table 7: Gloss abbreviations
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