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 MORPHEMES and WORDS

Phonemes, as we have seen in the previous lesson, are meaningless on their own.  They become meaningful only when combined into larger units to form what we call morphemes, which we shall consider in this lesson.

Definition of Morpheme 

The smallest syntactic unit is the morpheme.  Morphemes vary in size; neither syllables nor length can lead to their identification.  What is essential is that a morpheme cannot be divided up into smaller syntactic segments.  The following sentence contains 13 morphemes. 

e.g.  The  bigg-est  of all the car-s  mov-ed  back slow-ly
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Fig.1

The items The, car, all, of, back are all single morphemes because none of them can be syntactically divided up further.    On the other hand, moved and slowly each consists of 2 morphemes:  move is found in other words like moving, moves, and also as a word by itself, a noun ‘a move’ while –ed is found in words as finished, laughed, cried, etc., and slowly as two morphemes: slow and –ly; each of them can be found elsewhere as in slower and mostly.   Similarly, bigg-est consists of 2 morphemes: big, and –est are found elsewhere as in bigger, and richest.  There is no upper limit to the number of morphemes per word.

Recognition of morphemes

A linguist identifies morphemes by comparing a wide variety of utterances.  He looks at sentences which are partially the same:

The driv - er  mov - ed  quickl -  ly  and  stopp - ed the car by the shop 

The kid -s shout - ed loud - ly and kick –ed the ball off  
The partial similarity between moved, shouted, kicked and stopped enables a linguist to isolate the segment -ed.   And the partial similarity between quickly and loudly enables him to isolate -ly.  Not all morphemes are as easily segmentable as these examples.  But the identification of morphemes is done by this basic technique, i.e. the comparison of the partially similar utterances.
Types of morphemes

Morphemes can be either free (able to stand alone as a word) or bound (unable to stand alone, i.e., they are attached to another form). 
Bound morphemes are also called affixes; all affixes in English are bound morphemes of the following types: 

1. Prefixes precede the base form: un-lock, re-write, de-concentrates, and misunderstand. 

2. Suffixes follow the base form: eats, work-ed, fox-es, acceptable, quickly, driving.

3. Infixes are inserted inside the base form.

Free: dog, talk, believe, red, etc.

Bound: un-, pre-,re-, -s, -ing, -able, -er, -ist, -ed, etc.

In a complex word like 'unbelievable', the main free morpheme 'believe' is called the root or base form. The basic word-form involved is technically known as the stem. Example: 

Unconcerned ------------ Un-

concern
-ed


Carelessness-------------- Care
less
-ness

In words like 'receive', 'repeat' we can recognize the bound morpheme 're-' (do again), but the elements 'ceive' and 'peat' are clearly not free morphemes, to make the distinction we may refer to 'ceive' and 'peat' as 'bound stems' and others as 'free stems'.

· Free morphemes: Two types
1. Lexical morphemes: are that set of ordinary nouns, adjectives and verbs which we think of as the words which carry the content of the messages e.g.: boy, house, look, and long. They are treated as an 'open' class of words. 

2. The functional morphemes e.g.: and, but, because, in, the, it. This set consists of the functional words such as conjunctions, prepositions, pronouns. They are described as 'closed' class of words.

· Bound morphemes: Two types

1. Derivational morphemes make new words in the language and often to make words of a different grammatical category: e.g. the derivational morpheme -ness changes the adjective good to the noun goodness. The noun care can become the adjective careful or careless, teach (verb) teach-er (noun). Derivational morphemes will include suffixes such as the -ish in foolish, the -ly in badly and -ment in payment. It will also include prefixes such as re-, pre-, ex-, dis-, un-, and many more.

2. inflectional morphemes indicate aspects of the grammatical function of a word. They are used to show if a word is singular or plural, it is past tense or not, if it is comparative or possessive form. Inflectional morphemes never change the grammatical category of a word, e.g. both old and older are adjectives, the -er creates a different form of the adjective. English has only eight inflectional morphemes, illustrated in the following examples: 

Let me tell you about Jim's two sisters.




One likes to have fun and is always laughing.

The other liked to study and always taken things seriously.

One is the loudest person in the house and the other is quieter than a mouse.

Morphs and Allomorphs

Sometimes a morpheme has only one phonological form; e.g.


Loud  /l  d/

         - ly     / - l  /
   But frequently a morpheme has a number of variants known as allomorphs.  Allomorphs are        not always easy to classify.  Completely different forms may be allomorphs of the same morpheme. Cats, dogs, horses, sheep, oxen, geese all contain the English plural morpheme.

An allomorph is said to be phonologically conditioned when its form is dependent upon the adjacent phonemes.  An allomorph is said to lexically conditioned when its form seems to be an accidental one linked to a particular vocabulary item.  The English plural morpheme is a very good example of both phonologically and lexically conditioned allomorphs.

Phonological conditioning

The study of the different phonemic shapes of allomorphs is known as morphophonology sometimes shortened to morphonology.
/-z/ /-s/ /-iz/ are all phonologically conditioned allomorphs of the English plural morpheme.  That is, each allomorph occurs in a predictable set of environments:

/-z/ occurs after most voiced phonemes as in dogs, lambs, bees.
/-s/ occurs after voiceless phonemes, as in cats, giraffes, shunks.

/-iz/ occurs after sibilants (hissing and hushing sounds) as in horses, cheeses, dishes.
Lexical conditioning

Words such as oxen, sheep, and geese present a problem.  Although they function as plurals in the same way as cats, dogs, they are not marked as plurals in the same way.  Such lexically conditioned plurals do not follow any specific rule.  Each one has to be learnt separately.  Words such as oxen, sheep, geese, can be identified as syntactically equivalent to the cats and dogs type of plural because they stand in the same place in a sentence:

The ----------------------- are making a lot of noise

 

 cats



dogs


           horses

                  sheep

                   oxen


           geese
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   Oxen, sheep and geese each contain two morphemes:


ox + plural   

sheep + plural

  geese + plural

But only oxen is easily divisable into two:  ox + /ən/ (-en)

Sheep can be divided into two if a zero morpheme is assumed.  It is written /0/:  e.g; sheep + /0/.

There is no obvious way to analyse geese.  Some linguists have suggested that the plural    vowel /i:/ in /gi:s/ (geese) which replaces the /u:/ in /gu:s/ (goose) should be regarded as a special type of morphemic elementcalled a replacive.  They would in this case analyse the plural as:


/gu:s/ + /i:/     (/u:/).

Here the formula /i:/    (/u:/) means ‘/i:/ replaces /u:/’.  And it is better to state simply that the form /gi:s/ (geese) represents two morphemes:  goose + plural and that these two cannot be separated.

Note that similar explanation is required for such as went, took, which represent:  go + past tense; take + past tense.
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