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What is Morphology?

§Definition: the study of the construction of
words out of morphemes
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Morphemes (I)

§Definition: smallest linguistic unit that has a
meaning or grammatical function

l free morpheme: morphemes that can stand
alone as words (ex) clock, sick

l bound morpheme: morphemes that always
attach to other morphemes, never existing as
words themselves (ex) -ly, non-
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Morphemes (II)

Free
(Stem)

(ex) tiger

Prefix
(ex) non-refundable

Infix
(ex) Cinder-fucking-rella

Suffix
(ex) friend-ly

Bound
(Affix)

Morpheme
(according to positions)
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Morpheme (III)

§Categorization according to functions:
l derivational morphemes: morphemes that change

the meaning or lexical category of the words to
which they attach (ex) multi-, -ation

l inflectional morphemes: morphemes that serve a
purely grammatical function, never creating a new
word but only a different form of the same word
(ex) -ed, -’s

l in all languages, there are many derivational affixes
but only a limited number of inflectional affixes
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Morphemes (IV)

Free
(Stem)

(ex) tiger

Derivational
(ex) re-union

Inflectional
(ex) book-s

Bound
(Affix)

Morpheme
(according to functions)



2

7

Inflectional Morphemes (I)
Suffix Function Example Suffix Function Example

-s 3rd per.
sg. pres.

kicks -s pl. books

-ed past kicked -’s poss. book’s

-ing prog. kicking -er comp. colder

-en
past.
part. fallen -est super. coldest
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Inflectional Morphemes (II)
§ do not change meaning or part of speech, just add

extra grammatical information
l (ex) shoe, shoes, shoe’s → nouns

§ required by syntax

§ very productive

§ occur at the margin of a word, after any derivational
morphemes

l (ex) sens-ib-iliti-es

§ not listed in the dictionary

§ in English, only suffixes
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Derivational Morphemes
§ create new words, listed in the dictionary (ex) happy

vs. happiness
§ change the part of speech or the meaning of a word

l (ex) part-of-speech: us-able (V→A), trouble-some
(N→A), happi-ness (A→N), judg-ment (V→N)
symbol-ize (N→V), happi-ly (A→Adj)

l (ex) meaning: anti-feminist, dis-comfort, ex-boyfriend,
bi-sexual

l (ex) both: use-less (V→A)
§ not required by syntax
§ usually not very productive (ex) dis-like, *dis-hate
§ occur before inflectional suffixes

l work-er-’s
§ in English, can be prefixes or suffixes
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Cranberry Morphemes

§“cranberry morphemes”: morphemes that
have no constant associated meaning

l cranberry, huckleberry, boysenberry

l permit, commit, submit
l receive, perceive, conceive
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§Categorization according to semantics:
l content morphemes: morphemes that carry a

semantic content as opposed to performing a
grammatical function (ex) car, -able, -un,

l function morphemes: morphemes that provide
information about the grammatical relationships
between words in a sentence (ex) the, -s, he, or,
to

Morphemes (V)
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Morphemes (VI)

Free
(ex) sick

Bound
(derivational)
(ex) sick-ness

Content
(open class)

Free
(ex) and

Bound
(inflectional)
(ex) type-s

Function
(closed class)

Morpheme
(according to semantics)
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Homonyms
§Caution! Morphemes are pairings of sounds

with meanings, not spellings with meanings

§Homonym: two or more distinct words with
the same pronunciation and spelling but
different meanings

l cans (n) vs. can’s (n) vs. cans (v)

l -er/-or (comparative vs. agent)
sweet-er vs. act-or vs. report-er

l date (fruit vs. appointment)
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Interaction of phonological and
morphological processes
§Allomorph: nondistinctive realizations of a

particular morpheme that have the same function
and are phonetically similar

l Joe’s [z] vs. Pat’s [s] vs. Liz’s [´z]
l kicked [t] vs. loved [d] vs. tilted [´d]
l wife [wayf] vs. wives [wayv]
l sign [sayn] vs. signature [sIgn]
l divide [dIvayd] vs. divisible [dIvIz]
l incomparable [N] vs. inacceptable [n] vs. impossible [m]
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Beware of Pitfalls!

§morpheme ≠ syllable
l clouds (2m1s) vs.  flower (1m2s)

§not every instance of the sound sequence in
the language represents the morpheme

l runs vs. kids vs. John’s vs. whiz [z]

§do not be fooled by the spelling
l ed-ible vs. wash-able
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Hierarchical Structure (I)
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Hierarchical Structure (II)

§re- + V ‘do V again’
l re-write, re-do, re-cycle, re-tell

l re-usable? re-forestation? re-analysis?

§un- + A ‘not’
l un-easy, un-conscious, un-even, un-wary

l un-decide-ed?, un-worthiness?, un-world-ly?
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Hierarchical Structure (III)

N

reforest

V -ation

re-

forest

V
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Hierarchical Structure (IV)
N

unworthi

A -ness

un-

worthi

A

worth

-iV
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Word Formation Processes

§Word formation process: how new words
are being formed in the language

l productive morpheme: characteristic of a
morpheme such that it is used to form new
words

• (ex) -ness is more productive than -tion in making
nouns
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Ambiguity

A

V -able

un-

lock

V

A

-able

Aun-

lock

V
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Major Word Formation Processes I

§Affixation: process of forming words by
adding affixes to morphemes

l V + -able → A: predict + -able

l V + -er → N: sing + er
l un- + A → A: un-productive
l A + -en → V: deep + -en, thick + -en
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Major Word Formation Processes II

§ Compounding: word formation process by which
new words are formed by combining two or more
independent words

l A + A → A: bittersweet
l N + N → N: rainbow
l V + V → V: sleepwalk
l P + P → P: without
l V + N → N: pickpocket
l N + V → V: spoonfeed
l P + V → V: overdo
l V + A → A: headstrong
l r¤edskin vs. r¤ed sk ¤in, bl ¤uebird vs. bl¤ue b ¤ird
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Major Word Formation Processes III

§ Reduplication: process of forming new words either
by doubling an entire word (total reduplication) or
part of a word (partial reduplication)

l Humpty-dumpty, higgledy-piggledy (partial
reduplication)

l [T] ang ‘red’ vs. angang ‘reddish’ vs. angangang
‘very red’ (total reduplication)

l [Tagalog] bili “buy” vs. bi-bili “will buy”, kain “to
eat” vs.ka-kain “will eat”, pasok “to go” vs. pa-pasok
“will go” (partial reduplication)
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Major Word Formation Processes IV

§ Morpheme-internal changes: a type of word
formation process wherein a word changes
internally to indicate grammatical information;
there is no regularity

l sleep vs. slept, fall vs. fell vs. fallen, know vs. knew
vs. known, write vs. wrote, break vs. broke

l child vs. children, man vs. men, woman vs. women,
mouse vs. mice, crisis vs. crises, goose vs. geese,
tooth vs. teeth, foot vs. feet

l life vs. live (v) vs. live (a), teeth vs. teethe
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Major Word Formation Processes V

§Suppletion: a relationship between forms of
a word wherein one form cannot be
phonologically or morphologically derived
from the other; this process is rare

l am vs. was, go vs. went
l good vs. better, bad vs. worse
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Minor Word Formation Processes I

§ Acronym: abbreviations formed by taking the
initial sounds (or letters) of the words of a phrase
and uniting then to form a pronounceable word

l laser → light amplification by simulated emission
of radiation

l scuba →  self-contained underwater breathing
apparatus

l radar → radio detecting and ranging
l snafu → situation normal, all fowled up
l AIDS → Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome
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§ Blending: process of creating a new word by
combining the parts of two different words,
usually the beginning of one word and the end of
another (cf. compound)

l breakfast + lunch → brunch
l smoke + fog → smog

l motor + hotel → motel
l European + rail → Eurail
l European + passport → Europass

Minor Word Formation Processes II
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Minor Word Formation Processes III

§ Back formation: word formation process in which a
new base form is created from an apparently similar
form by using proportional analogy

l revise : revision = X : television (X = televise)

l actor : act = editor : X (X = edit)
l create : creation = X : donation (X = donate)

l settle : settler = X : peddler (X = peddle)

l instruct : instruction = X : self-destruction (X =
self-destruct (cf. destroy vs.destruction)
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Minor Word Formation Processes IV

§ Clipping: process of creating new words by shortening
parts of a longer word

l doctor, professional, veterinarian, laboratory, coca
cola (coke), advertisement, dormitory, examination,
mathematics, gymnasium

l bicycle (bike)

l refrigerator
§ Coinage: process of creating new words without

employing any other word part already in existence

l xerox, kleenix, nylon
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§ compare and contrast forms that are partially similar in
meaning and form

§ identify the morphemes

§ normally, you will find a one-to-one correspondence
between a certain phonetic form and a morpheme

§ if a single phonetic form has two meanings, then it
represents two different morphemes (ex) hear vs. here

§ sometimes, we find the same meaning is associated with
two different phonetic forms, then we should identify the
phonetic contexts in which the allomorphs occur (ex) -ed

How to solve a morphology problem
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Morphology Problem I
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Morphology Problem II
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Morphology Problem III
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Morphology Problem IV
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Morphology Problem V


