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Real adjectives are few in Niger-Congo languages. Welmers 
[1973] warns that we should be suspicious of what is tra
ditionally called adjectives in these languages: In this 
article, an attempt is made to describe the processes of 
expressing adjectival concepts in ~do. Like many natural 
languages, ~do adjectives and verbs are hardly separable; 
areas of similarity are analyzed. Taking a critical look 
at some words which have been erroneously called adjectives, 
we discover that they are in fact relative clauses. An ex
amination of their underlying structures reveals the sources 
of their singular and plural forms. Finally, we identify 
some real adjectives (some of which are derived from adjec
tival verbs) on the basis of their inability to occur alone 
without "qualifying" nouns. 

1. Introductory Remarks 

Traditionally, adjectives are defined as words which "qualify" nouns be

cause they give the attributes of persons and objects. In this respect, adjec

tives are said to belong to a separate part of speech from nouns, verbs, prepo

sitions, and so on. However, it has since been observed that the different 

parts of speech "not merely grade into each other but are to an astonishing de

gree actually convertible into each other" [Sapir 1921:118]. In most cases, 

verbs, adverbs and nouns are the recipient parts of speech. Sapir illustrates 

with Yana in which "the adjective is a verb" while "adverbs and prepositions 

are either nouns or merely derivative affixes in the verb". Faced with the 

*This is a revised version of a paper read at the 17th West African Lan
guages Congress in 1986. I am very grateful to Professor Ayq Bamgbo~e and Dr. 
R.N. Agheyisi for their valuable comments on the first draft. They do not nec
essarily agree with all views expressed here. All errors are mine. 



284 Studies in African Linguistics 17(3),1986 

problem of distinguishing between Yoruba verbs and adjectives, Madugu [1976) 

wonders whether they have merged or they are just emerging. 

The syntactic behaviour and semantic interpretation of adjectives have been 

and will be, for a long time to come, topics for recurrent and intense debate. 

Ross [1969] argues strongly that adjectives are in fact noun phrases but Chafe 

[1970:96) analyzes the verbal characteristics of some of them from the view

point of the "centrality for the verb" and concludes that they are "stative 

verbs". With regard to the Yoruba language (a language genetically related to 

~do), Afqlayan [1972) calls them "predicative adjective8" but Awobuluyi [1972) 

hastens to reject this designation and recommends the name "adjectivisable 

verbs". Omamor [1986) describes the same phenomenon in Okpe and Uvwie, both 

Edoid languages, employing the term "quality verbs". All these point to the 

inconclusiveness of previous approaches and the need for further analyses of 

fresh data from a variety of languages in order to understand their universal 

charac terist ics. 

In the case of Niger-Congo languages, Welmers [1973:274) strongly warns 

analysts to "be suspicious of 'adjectives'; some of them are not". If it is 

the case that adjectives have merged with other syntactic categories in these 

languages, the question then is why have they merged and with what syntactic 

categories have they merged? Even more importantly, in the absence of real 

adjectives, how do speakers of these languages "qualify" nouns or give nouns 

attributes? A closer look at ~do verbal and relativization systems is likely 

to give a clue to these questions. 

Our aim in this study is to investigate how adjectival concepts are ex

pressed in ~do and how some real adjectives are derived from other syntactic 

categories through adjectivalization processes. We shall employ the term "ad

jectivalization" as a transformation process in the sense of Lyons [1977:396) 

"to refer to the process whereby attributive adjectives and adjectival phrases 

and clauses (including relative clauses) are derived from a variety of predi

cative structures". 

Edo (also called Bini) is a member of the Edoid group of languages [Elugbe 

1979) which belongs to the Kwa group within the Niger-Congo family of African 
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languages [Gre.enberg 1963]. It is the main language of the ancient Kingdom of 

Benin. Much has been said about the artistic sophistication of the kingdom es

pecially in bronze casting, but few systematic studies of the language have 

been done. 

We have drawn the data for this study from our intuitive native speaker com

petence in the language with the assistance of informants. We have also elic

ited data from Ita ~dagbqn Mw~n written by Jacob Egharevba, a renowned ~do 

writer and authority on ~do history. 

2. Characteristics of Edo Verb System 

~do verbs can be divided broadly into action verbs and adjectival verbs. 

This division is not so clear-cut because syntactically, they behave alike in 

many respects. In fact, it can be argued that it is a hair-splitting exercise 

trying to make formal distinctions between them. We observe, however, that 

some adjectival verbs undergo some syntactic processes such as relativization 

and tonal changes which can transform them into attributive adjectives. Action 

verbs cannot undergo such transformations. We shall discuss the processes in 

section 4. Moreover, on semantic grounds, we observe that unlike ~do action 

verbs, adjectival verbs, which have been erroneously called adjectives, give 

the inherent qualities or attributes of persons and objects that co-occur with 

them. Consider the following examples: 1 

, 
kh Ian (1) OSar? 'Osaro is going' 

Osaro go 

(2) Osare zure 'Osaro is fool ish! stupid' 
Osaro fooiish!stupid 

lIn the ~do orthography we adopted, nasalized vowels are marked by a follow
ing nasal consonant as follows: in = ITI , ~n = lEI, an = lal , 9n = 151 , 
and un = lui. However, nasality is unmarked by Inl if a nasal consonant 
precedes a nasalized vowel as in ml~ 'see' in which the vowels are nasalized 
by the preceding nasal consonant. The seven oral vowels in ~do which are i, 
e , ~ , a , 9 , 0 and u in the orthography approximate respectively to 
Iii, lei, lEI, lal , I~I , 101 ,a~ lui. The double consonants ar~ real
ized phonemically as follows: gb Igbl, gh = Iyl , kh = Ixl , kp = Ikpl , 
mw = lui, rh = I~I , rr = Irl and vb = lui (see Amayo and Elugbe [1983]). 
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The action verb khlan 'go' in (1) states an action performed by the subject 

NP but zur<$ 'foolish/stupid' in (2) qualifies or gives the inherent attribute 

of the subject NP. In transformational generative grammar terms, the verb in 

(1) only has the syntactic feature [+VB) but zur<$ in (2), in addition to the 

feature [+VB), also possesses the feature [+ADJ) because of its attributive 

function. It is this latter function that makes some analysts mistake it for 

a pure adjective. In order to function purely for epithetic purposes or as an 

attributive adjective, it must undergo some transformations. Such transforma

tions include reduplication which results in zur9zur9 in the following sen

tence: 

(3) okpla <$kpa zurozuro t6ta 
man one fooiishi1azy sit 

ya aga 
on chair 

'one foolish/lazy man sat on the 
chair' 

Re1ativization can also make zur9 function as a pure adjective. First, it 

gives the structure ne 9 zur9 which glosses literally as 'that he foolish' 

but for purely attributive functions, it is reduced to nezur9 as in the fo1-

lowing sentence. In its present form, the pronoun 
, 
9 is deleted. 

(4) okpla nezuro I~~ fua 
man foo1i~h/1azy run away 

'a foolish/lazy man ran away' 

Perhaps a more plausible underlying form for nezur9, which will account for 

the tonal changes on u and 9 is the occurrence of the re1ativizer 
, 

ne 

'that' and the derived nominal 
, , , 
ezur9 'foolish person'. Both approaches, how-

ever, have re1ativization underlying them. Even the reduplicated form can be 

re1ativized as follows: 

(5) okpllt nezurozuro I~~ fM 
man that-foolish/lazy run away 

'a foolish/lazy man ran away' 

It is important to note that attributive adjectives cannot be derived from ac

tion verbs through reduced relative clauses. Thus, (1) cannot be transformed 

into (6) as follows: 

(6) *Osar9 nekhlan ... 'Osaro that is going ... ' 
Osaro that-go •.. 
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The foregoing discussion clearly shows that there are semantic and syntac

tic motivations for subdividing ~do verbs into action and adjectival verbs 

even though not all adjectival verbs can undergo these transformations. We 

prefer the designation "adjectival verbs" to Chafe's [1970:88-89] "stative 

verbs" because some of' them will fail "the rule of thumb" test by answering 

the question "What happened?" or "'What is happening?". For example, we can 

answer such questions by saying Osar6 gh9gh9re or Osar9 gh99h9 which will 

translate literally as "Osaro happied" and "Osaro is happying" respectively. 

It would appear, therefore, that there is a cline from verbs which are inher

ently action to those which are inherently adjectival. Between these extreme 

cases are those verbs which are partly action and partly adjectival. 

We shall now examine some of the similarities between action verbs and ad-

jectival verbs with a view to showing that adjectival verbs which are often 

mistaken for adjectives are in fact verbs. 

2.1. Occurrence in the predicate. ~do is basically an SVO language. Its sen

tence structure permits the occurrence of only an action verb or an adjectival 

verb to form the predicate of a simple sentence if the verb is intransitive, 

but whenever it is transitive, a noun phrase can occur after it. This means 

that an action verb or an adjectival verb can occur in the frame # NP - (NP) # 

where # represents sentence boundary. Here are some examples: 

(7) okhuo ' I 
, , 

'that woman is beautiful' nl I mose 
woman that beautiful 

(8) Osar{> 9h99h6 egie vbe ~guae 'Osaro was happy for his title in the 
Osaro happy title in palace palace' 

Sentence (8) further illustrates the occurrence of a prepositional phrase after 

the object noun phrase. 

A predicative adjective can be derived from (7) through the process of re

duplication and the occurrence of a form of copula as follows: 

(9) okhuo n1f ye mosemOse 
woman that be beautiful 

'that woman is beautiful' 

A reduced relative clause in which the pronoun of the antecedent noun does not 
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occur (see section 3) can result in a modifying adjective as follows: 

(10) okhuo nemosemose t6ta 'a beautiful woman is sitting' 
woman that-beautiful sit 

Reduplication in these cases also has implications for intensity. The final 

vowel of the adjectival verb 
, , 

mose in (7) can also be lengthened for the pur-

poses of adjective formation and intensity. For example: 

(11) okhuo nil ye mosee 
woman that be beautiful 

'that woman is intensively beautiful' 

The verb gh99h9 'happy' in (8) cannot undergo these transformations because 

it is partly an action verb and partly an adjectival verb. It combines the 

roles of describing the state of 'being happy' and what Osaro did. Other act-

ion verbs in ~do such as 
, 

go 'shout' , 'cook', 'admit' and so on, 

cannot undergo these transformations. 

2 .. 2. Consonant commencing. Like all Ifdo verbs, adjectival verbs begin with 

consonants and end with vowels. The common syllable structures are CV for the 

monosyllabic verbs and CVV and CVCV for the disyllabic verbs. For example: 

(12) CV Structure CVV Structure CVCV Structure 

k9 n 'foolish' ' , 'good' kP9 1c;, 'big' maa 

dIn 'brave' khua 'heavy' kherhe 'small' 

t9n 'hot' baa 'red' dimwf 'deep' 

tan 'long/tall' ' , 'black' hogha 'light' sle 
, 

'high' vb06 'ripe' p~rh~ 'low' yo 
, 

'full' fua 'white' furre 'cool' vqn 

vb~ 'wide' tM 'tight' 
, , 

, slim' w~nr~n 

bun 'many/much' kh99 'hostile' 
, , 

'beautiful' mose 

2.3. Simple Past Tense inflection. Some adjectival verbs form their simple 

past tense or simple completive tense by taking the inflectional suffix which 

other verbs also take. The vowel that occurs in the verb stem largely deter

mines the nature of the vowel that occurs in the suffix. For example: 
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(13) a. Adjectival verbs ending in oral vowels 

Adjectival Verb Stem SimEle Past Form 

gh99 h9 'happy' gh99 h9+re 'happy+Past' 
, 

'high' y6+ro 'high+Past' yo 

vb~ 'wide' vb~re 'wide+Past' 

baa 'difficult' baa+re 'difficult+Past' 
, , 

'black' ' , , 'black+Past' sle sle+re 

fu ' calm/ qu iet ' fu+ru 'calm/quiet+Past' 

vb06 'ripe' vbo6+ro 'ripe+Past' 

b. Adjectival verbs ending in nasalized vowels 

Adj ect ivaI Verb Stem Sim:ele Past Form 

d1mwf 'deep' d1mwf+r1 n 'deep+Past' 

k9 n 'foolish' k9n+r~n 'foolish+Past' 

tan 'tall/long' tan+r~n 'tall/long+Past' 
, , 

'good' " , 'good+Pa~t' maa maa+r~n 

, 
'full' v9n+r~n 'full+Past' v9n 

The rule for the formation of the simple past tense suffix can be tabulated as 

follows: 

(14) a. Oral Vowels b. Nasalized Vowels 

Verb Stem Past Tense Verb Stem Past Tense 
Vowel Suffix Vowel Suffix 

-ri in -rin 

e -re ~n -r~n 

e -re an -r~n 

a -re 9 n -r~n 

9 -re un -run 

0 -ro 

u -ru 

On simple vowel charts, the system of vowel selection can be diagrammed as fol

lows: 
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(15) a. Oral Vowels b. Nasalized Vowels 

u in un 

e 0 

\~9 ~n - on 

"-a an 

Using the Chomsky and Halle [1968] features, these vowel charts presuppose the 

following vowel features: 

(16) e ~ a 9 0 u in ~n an 9n un 

high + + + + + + 

back + + + + + 

low + + + + + + 
round + + + + + 

nasal + + + + + 

Considering the high frequency of occurrence of -re as a simple past 

tense suffix, we shall regard it as the underlying form (also see Amayo [1976]). 

If we now see the vowels in (15) in terms of high and low, we easily discover 

that all low vowels take the suffix -re. In the case of low nasalized vowels, 

a nasal lowering rule will first apply because lenl does not occur in ~do. 

As regards the high vowels, they all assimilate the qualities or features of 

lei. These rules can be stated as follows: 2 

(17) a. Quality and Nasality Assimilation 

e -+ 

["high 1 / [ "high J r 
<Bround> <-low> [Past suffix] 
<Sback> Bback 

ynasal ynasal 

b. Nasal Vowel Lowering 

V -+ [+low] 

[ -high] 
+nasal 

21 am very grateful to Professor Russell G. Schuh who proposed these rules 
and also to Dr. B.O. Elugbe who helped to examine a large body of data and con
firmed the suitability of the rules. 
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It should be noted that the simple past tense suffix is only manifest when the 

verb occurs sentence finally. There are no obvious phonological reasons for 

the deletion of the suffix so we believe that it is a grammatical rule that 

-re and its variants are deleted before object noun phrases. Transitive verbs 

do not take the -re suffix except when they are used intransitively. Thus 

(18) is grammatical but (19) is not. 

(18) Osar9 gh9gh9re 'Osaro was happy' 

(19) * Osar9 gh9gh9re egie 'Osaro was happy for a title' 

See the first part of sentence (18) for the grammatical form of (19). We 

should add, however, that time adverbials, prepositional phrases and embedded 

sentences tend to violate this rule by occurring after the suffix. For exam

ple: 

(20) ~d , rno f vb6ro n6d~ 
orange ripe+Past yesterday 

(21) a I lrnol vb6ro vbe okhuae 
orange ripe+Past in basket 

(22) al1rnof 
, 

vb6ro adegh~ 
, 

hOb na u 
orange this ripe+Past if you want 

2.4. ComEarative construction formation. 

be employed in comparative constructions. 

'an orange became ripe yesterday' 

'an orange became ripe in th~ 
basket' 

'this orange is ripe if you want' 

~do action and adjectival verbs can 

The comparison of persons and ob-
, , 

sE?E? 'pass' or jects is done through a verb serialization process in which 

'more than' serves as a post modification of the preceding verb. On the other 

hand, s~~ can occur alone as the main verb of a sentence and still perform a 

comparative function. Here are some examples. In (23), it serializes with an 

action verb and in (24) with an adjectival verb. 

" " , , gbe ' , , 
kElVbe 

, 
(23) OsasE?re sf§!f§! Osagie IVie 

Osasere dance pass Osagie and Ivie 

(24) Osasere tan s~~ Osagie kevbe lvie 
Osasere tall pass Osagie and Ivie 

Omoregie [1983:57] identifies the use of 

'Osasere dances better than 
Osagie and Ivie' 

'Osasere is taller than Osagie 
and Ivie' 

s~hia 'more than all' or 'pass 
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all' for the superlative constructions. There are no number restrictions on 

the use of s~~ in ~do so we believe that positing s~hia for the superlative 

construction is unnecessary. 

2.5. Occurrence with auxiliaries. Adjectival verbs can be preceded by auxil

iaries and such auxiliaries help or modify these adjectival verbs as well as 

mark tense in the same manner they modify and mark tense in action verbs. For 

example: 

(25) 'r~n gha gh~gh~ 'they will be happy' 
they Aux-Fut. happy 

0, ", \,'" (26) sar<:> ra vb~ uvun n I I 'Osaro is going to widen that hole' 
Osaro Aux+Fut widen hole that 

Gha and ra in (25) and (26) respectively are variants of ~do future tense 

auxiliaries. However, ra is commonly used to indicate that the action of the 

verb it modifies is about to commence. Amayo [1980] makes a distinction be

tween ra as a future tense marker and as a marker of an action that is about 

to commence by positing a downstepped tone before the verb it modifies as fol

lows: 

(27) a. 
, , 
<:> ra ! kpol6 'he will sweep' 

b. kpol6 'he is about to sweep' 

The downstepped tone is represented by the exclamation mark in (27a) 

fore, (27a) is a more distant future than (27b). 

There-

2.6. Nominalization processes. Adjectival verbs can be nominalized following 

the same process of nominalizing other verbs in ~do. All ~do nouns commence 

with vowels and end with vowels while all verbs commence with consonants and 

end with vowels. Therefore, in order to nominalize verbs, vowels are obliga

torily prefixed to them. Here are some examples of nominalized action verbs: 

(28) Action Verb Stem Derived Nominal 
. , 

'laugh' 
, . , 

'act of laughing' gl~ ogl~ 

da 'drink' eda 'act of drinking' 

t6t~ 'sit down' 1t6t~ 'act of sitting down' 



tu~ 'greet' 

'wrestle' 

Adjectives in ~do 

otue 
, , 
eVE?n 

'act of greeting' 

'act of wrestling' 

Nominals are similarly derived from adjectival verbs as follows: 

(29) Adjectival Verb Stem Derived Nominal 

gh99h9 'happy' ogh9g h9 'happiness' 
, , 

'beaut iful ' 
, , , 

(ose) 'beauty' mose Imose 

slkan 'tough/stringy' 151 kan 'something tough/stringy' 

199 h9 'difficul t' 0lggh9 ' difficulty' 
, , 

'stupid/lazy' ' , , 'stupidity/laziness' zurg ezurg 

293 

In some cases, nominals are derived through a process of simultaneous prefixa

tion and suffixation. The prefix in such cases is u- while the suffix is 

Here are some examples: 

(30) Adjectival Verb Stem 
, , 

wE?nrE?n 

khu~rh~ 

tlnni~ 

kP9 19 
dlmwf 

'slim' 

'soft' 

'small' 

'fat' 

'deep' 

Derived Nominal 
, I , , 

uWE?nrE?mwE? 

ukhu~rh~mw~ 

utfnni~mw~ 

ukp919mw~ 

udfmwfmw~ 

, slimness' 

'softness' 

'smallness' 

'fatness' 

'depth' 

Some action verbs also derive their nominals through this process of prefixa

tion and suffixation. For example: 

(31) Action Verb Stem 

Ie 
hu 

kpe 

rhoo 

rhu9 

'cook' 

'foam' 

'wash' 

'praise' 

'boast' 

Derived Nominal 

ulemw~ 

uhumw~ 

ukpemw~ 

urh6mw~ 

urhu9mw~ 

'act of cooking' 

'act of foaming' 

'act of washing' 

'act of praising' 

'act of boasting' 

From the foregoing discussion, there is no doubt that in many respects ~do ac

tion verbs and adjectival verbs must be identical in their syntactic beha

viours. However, in the absence of many true adjectives in ~do, adjectival 

verbs help to give the attributes of nouns that co-occur w:l.th them. As we 
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shall discover in sections 3 and 4, many modifying or real adjectives are de

rived from adjectival verbs. 

3. Relative Clause as an Adjectival Construction 

Relativization is a highly productive process of expressing adjectival con

cepts in ~do. This involves sentence embedding and reduction of the embedded 

sentence by elision processes. Elision is so prevalent in Edo that Welmers 

[1973:42-43] says "an investigator may well be tempted to wonder how even a na

tive speaker of J!:do knows what the final vowel of a given verb actually is." 

In this study we have analyzed unelided structures in order to be able to ac

count for all the transformations. 

There are competing approaches to relativization which we do not wish to 

analyze here. We, however, favour the NP-5 analysis as discussed in Chomsky 

[1965:137-138] because it can adequately account for the relativization pro

cesses in Edo. In this approach, relativization is only possible when there 

is an identity condition between an NP in the matrix sentence and an NP in the 

constituent sentence. Consider the following examples in which action verbs 

occur in the relative clauses: 

'this is the woman who ran away' 

'these are the women who ran away' 

The deep to surface derivational stages for (32) will be as follows: 

(32) [ okhuo [ okhuo l~reJ 
, , 

kh1nJ Base a. c;>na 
5 woman 5 2 woman run+Past this-one be 1 

b. [ okhu0 [9 l~reJ 
, , 

kh 1 n J Pronominalization c;>na 
51 woman 52 she run+Past this-one be 

[ okhuo Ene 
, 

l~reJ ' . kh1nJ Relativizer insertion c. c;> c;>na 
51 woman 52 that she run+Past this-one be 

d. [ okhuo [ n6 I ~reJ 
, , 

kh1nJ Elision c;>na 
51 woman 52 that-she run+Past this-one be 

In the case of (33), the derivational stages will be as follows: 
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(33) [) khuo [hhuo lere] 
, , 

kh 1 n] Base a. ena 
51 women 52 women r~n+Past these-ones be 

b. [1 khuo [ 1dm lere] 
, , 

kh 1 n] Pronominalization ena 
51 women 52 they r~n+Past these-ones be 

[1 khuo [ne 
, , 

I~re] 
, , 

kh1n] Relativizer inser-c. I ran ena 
51 women 52 that they "run+Past these-ones be tion 

d. [1 khuo [ n 1 I ~reJ 
, , 

kh 1 n] Elision ena 
51 women 52 that-they run+Past these-ones be 

Relativization takes place in these examples because there are co-referential 

relations between the NP in the matrix sentence and the NP of the embedded sen

tence. Adjectival relative clauses which are erroneously called adjectives in 

~do [Omoregie 1983:49-58] follow the same derivational processes. For example: 

(34) " 'I.' .1 , " "'I. Osar9 rhle okhuo n9mose 'Osaro married a beautiful woman' 
Osaro marry woman beautiful 

The derivational stages for (34) will be as follows: 
, 

rhie [okhuo mose] (34) a. [ Osar9 okhuo] Base 
51 Osaro marry woman 52 woman beautiful , 

b. [ Osar9 rhie okhuo] [~ mose] Pronominalization 
51 Osaro marry woman 52 she beaut iful 

, 
rhie okhuo] [ ne 

, 
mOse] c. [OSar9 9 Relativizer inser-

51 Osaro marry woman 52 that she beautiful tion 
, 

rhie okhuo] [n9mOse ] d. [ Osar9 Elision 
51 52 

The singular or plural form of the antecedent NP in the matrix sentence de

termines the Singularity or plurality of the adjectival relative clause. For 

example, if 1khuo 'women' had occurred in 51 of (34), the subsequent relativ-

'\ " " ' ization of 52 could have produced nlmose beautiful. What changes 9 in 

nqmose to in n)mose in the surface realization must be the pluraliza-

tion and pronominalization of the NP in the relative clause which is in identi

ty with the antecedent NP. A plausible underlying form of nimose will be 

ne fran mose in which 
, , 
I ran 'they', a third person pronoun, is the plural 

counterpart of 
, 
9 'he/she/it', a third person singular pronoun. Elision de-

letes e from ne (as in ne ~ mose ) and also -ran is elided from 
, , 
I ran 
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'they'. This explains the source of their singular and plural forms as in the 

following surface realizations: 

(35) Singular 

n9Yo 
n9huanr~n 

n9 fua 
" , 

n<?wanr~n 

n9baa 
n9kh9rh i 9n 
n9 khua 
n9bi g9 
n9tanr~n 

n9khi9ma~n 

Plural 
I , 

nlYo 

nihuanr~n 

nifua 
., , n I wanrQn 

nlbaa 
nlkh9rhi9n 
n i khua 
nibi log9 
nitanr~n 

nikhi9ma~n 

Gloss 

'high/tall ' 

'holy' 

'white' 

'elder' 

'red' 

'ugly' 

'grand/big' 

'bent' 

'tall/long' 

'old' 

The simple past tense suffix -r~n (see 2.3 above) obligatorily occurs in 

n9huanr~n 'holy', n9wanr~n 'elder' and n9tanr~n 'tall/long' as a part of 

the derivational process. Thus, the sentence emwa nihuanr~n t6ta will tran

slate as 'holy people are sitting'. It does not in any way mean that the peo

ple were formerly holy. In a sense, it is similar to the participial use of 

'delighted' in the English sentence 'I am delighted to see you'. In the case 

of the occurrence of -10 in nibilog9 'bent', it is to mark the plural or 

iterative form of the verb stem bi 'push' which becomes bllo 'push repeat

edly' while 99 'curve' which occurs after it gives the direction. 

There are some adjectival relative clauses that fail to follow the deriva

tional processes we described above. For example, consider the ordinal num

bers such as nokaro 'first', nogieva, and so on. Whereas nokaro and its 

plural nikaro can be derived from ne 9 karo and ne iran karo respective

ly, nogieva cannot be derived from *ne 9 gieva because *gieva does not 

occur as a lexical item in Edo. Only ogieva 'second' occurs as an alterna

tive way of saying nogieva. A probable source of nogieva will be ne 9 re 
ogieva which glosses literally as 'that it be second' Elision deletes e 

from ne and also 9 re The plural fo.rm should have come from 
, 

ne 'it be'. 
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iran re 6gieva 'that they be second' but elision reduces it to 
, • I , 

nogleva 

which is the same as the singular form. We believe that this derivation will 

account for all cardinal numbers. 

4. Adjectival Qualifiers 

Real adjectives which function as noun qualifiers can be derived from some 

adjectival verbs through a process of tonal change and in some cases through 

reduplication. These derived adjectives can also take the relative clause 

marker ne but the pronoun of the antecedent NP does not occur in them. As a 

result, they cannot be pluralized as we observed in the case of adjectival rel

ative clauses in 3. Here are some examples: 

(36) Adjectival 
Verb 

khulkhul 

p~rh~ 
, , 

w~nr~n 

kherhe 

khu~rh~ 
, , 

mose 
, , 

mu~mu~ 

pi rh f 

SI kan 

tun~ 

suku 

hogha 

zighf 

tlnni~ 

lughu 

Derived 
Adjective 

, , 
w~nr~n 

kherhe 

khu~rh~ 
, , , , 

mosemose 
, , 

mu~mu~ 

pi rh I pi rh I 
s I k~lns I k~3n 

tGn~ 

sukusuku 

h6gha 

zlghizighl 

tfnni~ 

lughulughu 

Adjectival 
Relative 
Clause 

n9khulkhu) 

n9P~rh~ 
" , 
n9w~nr~n 

n9kherhe 

n9khu~rh~ 
, , , 

n9mose 
, , , 
n9mu~mu~ 

n9P 1 rh f 
n9s I kan 

n9tun~ 

n9suku 

n9hogha 

n<$z I gh f rl 

n9tlnni~ 

n91ughuru 

Derived 
Adjective 

nekhu I 

nep~rh~ 
" , 

new~nr~n 

nekherhe 

nekhu~rh~ 
, , \ , , 

nemosemose 
, , , 

nemu~mu~ 

neplrhlplrhl 

nes I ka ns I ka n 

netun~ 

nesukusuku 

neh6gha 

nezlghlzlghl 

net1nni~ 

nelughulughu 

Gloss 

'black' 

'low' 

'slim' 

'small' 

'soft' 

'beautiful' 

'weak/idle' 

'clumsy' 

'stringy' 

'small' 

'confused' 

'light' 

'disorderly' 

'tiny' 

'disturb, e.g. 
dirty water' 

All the adjectival verbs tabulated above possess the characteristics of verbs 

discussed in section 2. However, in the nominalization process, khulkhul be

comes ~khul 'blackness' even though *khul does not occur as a lexical item. 
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My informants agree that sukU, and lughu can possibly be nominalized but 

this is not frequently done. Their nominals have probably gone into disuse 

with time. All the other adjectival verbs can be nominalized by prefixing vow

els to them. As regards the adjectival relative clauses, they can be plural

ized as nlkhulkhuJ , nlp~rh~ , nJw~nr~n , and so on. The adjectival verbs 

that occur in them retain their verbal characteristics. In fact, n9zighfri 

and n91ughuru obligatorily take the simple past suffix in their derivation. 

The derived adjectives on the other hand, cannot occur alone in the sen

tence except in the environment of the nouns they qualify. They are postposed 

to such nouns as it is commonly the case in Niger-Congo languages [Welmers 

1973:262]. They do not possess the characteristics of verbs discussed in sec

tion 2. The only exception is that they commence with consonants and end with 

vowels. The adjectives derived from adjectival verbs and those derived from 

adjectival relative clauses can be used interchangeably to qualify nouns with

out any difference in their semantic interpretation. For examples: 

(37) evbare kherhe evbare nekherhe 'small food' 
, , , , , , , , , 

'tiny rope' Irrl wE?nrE?n Irrl newE?nrE?n 

6d6 p~rh~ 6d6 nep~rh~ 'low mortar' 

okhuo mosemose okhuo 
, , \ \ , 

'beautiful woman' nemosemose 
, , , , \ , , , , 

'weak people' emwa mu~uE? emwa nemuE?muE? 

There are a few ~do adjectives which are not derived from adjectival verbs. 

Consequently, they cannot occur in adjectival relative clauses. Examples in

clude the second elements in the following structures: 

(38) ukp6 99b9n 
evbare es J 

9mwa dan 

emwa kpataki 

erhan tukpuru 

'new year' 

'good food' 

'bad person' 

'important people' 

'long car' 

'short tree' 

All these adjectives cannot occur alone in a sentence without the noun they 

qualify preceding them. 
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We can see the need to take Welmers' warning about adjectives seriously 

when we consider the fact that 99b9n 'new' in (39) is an adjective because 
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occurring alone in the sentence makes it ungrammatical but its antonym 

'old' in (40) is not an adjective because it can occur alone. 

, . \. , 

(39) *99b9n ?re 05ar9 d~re 
new it-is Osaro buy+Past 

(40) 9wi~yi ~re 05ar6 dere 
old it-is Osaro buy+Past 

9w'E?Y' 

'it is a new one Osaro bought' 

'it is an old one Osaro bought' 

, ~ I 

9wi~YI 'old' as used in (40) is a nominal but it can also be used as an adjec-

tive as in : 

(41) im6to 9wi~yi ere 05ar6 dere 'it is an old car Osaro bought' 
car old it-is Osaro buy+Past 

4.1. Ideophonic adjectival gualifiers. Another group of adjectives we would 

like to examine is the ideophonic adjectival qualifier. A great deal has been 

said about the syntax of ideophones as qualifiers of nouns, adjectives, verbs 

and even complex sentences. Ideophonic adjectival qualifiers are particularly 

productive in ~do for expressing adjectival concepts. Their use is very suita

ble for free expressions of a speaker's idiosyncratic feelings about persons 

and objects. For example, one speaker can describe a person's lazy and clumsy 

movement as guk9guk9 while another speaker can describe it as 
, , , \. 

zun,)Z ur9 

Innovations and borrowings from other languages are common occurrences in their 

usage. 

The derivational process of reduplication, and sometimes obligatory tripli

cation, is employed in the formation of ideophonic adjectival qualifiers. 

Some of the derived adjectives we identified in (36) such as plrhlplrhl 
'clumsy', 5lkan-5lkan 'stringy', zlghlzlghl 'disorderly' and lughulughu 
'disturb' are in fact ideophonic adjectival qualifiers but we included them 

there because they are derived from adjectival verbs. The ones we shall dis

cuss below do not commonly have verbal forms. They include: 

(42) 51105110 

II kpa Ilkpa 
'entangled' 

'rough surface' 
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w~l~w~l~ 'easy' 

buy~buy~ 'weak' 

gUlugUlu 'deep' 
, , , , 

'ill-mannered~ yamayama 

gbakagbaka 'strong/healthy' 

dududu 'quite dark' 
, , , 

'spotless/immaculate white' s~s~s~ 

kankankan 'strong/hard' 

The last three examples are obligatorily triplicated. Thus, we cannot say 

*dudu , *s~s~ or *kankan. In a sentence, an ideophonic adjectival qualifier 

occurs as follows: 

(43) okpla yamayama ere oz6 khfn 'Ozo is an ill-mannered man' 
man ill-mannered it-is Ozo be 

Like other ~o adjectives, ideophonic adjectival qualifiers follow the nouns 

they qualify. They also cannot occur alone in a sentence. The reduplication 

of some ideophonic adjectival qualifiers is for the purpose of number agree

ment with the nouns they qualify. For example: 

(44) OSik6 bi~l~ ern6 gbakagbaka 
Osaro give-birth children strong/healthy 

'Osaro gave birth to strong/ 
healthy children' 

Reduplication takes place in (44) because of the occurrence of the plural noun 

em9 'children'. The verb bi~ 'give birth' also takes the suffix -Ie for 

the same purpose. The singular counterpart of (44) will be: 

(4) 0', , bOle'o ", , 5 sar9 9m9 gbaka 
Osaro give-birth child strong/healthy 

S. Conclusion 

'Osaro gave birth to a strong/ 
healthy child' 

This study cannot be said to be exhaustive but our description has been de

tailed enough to show that although real adjectives are few in ~do, as it is 

the case in Niger-Congo languages, there are other effective systems of ex

pressing adjectival concepts. We examined what we call adjectival verbs, ad

adjectival relative clauses, and adjectival qualifiers. It is observed that 

what is expressed by adjectives in some languages is expressed by a class of 
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verbs in ~do. These verbs differ from other verbs because they perform some 

qualificative functions in the sentence. Real adjectives can be derived from 

some of these adjectival verbs. 

We also examined the underlying forms of relative clauses and accounted for 

their number agreement with their antecedent noun phrases. Finally, we identi

fied some real adjectives whose sole function in the sentence is to "qualify" 

nouns. We have deliberately ignored the use of associative constructions, de

terminers, numerals, and quantifiers even though they perform qualificative 

functions. These will be topics for future investigations. 
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