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Lecture 10 
Morphology: morphemes and allomorphs 

 
What is a morpheme? 
 The smallest unit that carries meaning (or structural function). 
 
Recall grammar is compositional: 

the meaning of large linguistic units depends on the meaning of sub-units. 
Morphemes are minimal elements of compositional structure; 

they don’t have meaningful sub-units. 
 
Words can contain multiple morphemes: 

dog-s, walk-ing, black-en-ed, play-er-hate-r 
The same morpheme can occur in multiple words with the same meaning: 
• walk occurs in walk-ing, walk-er, walk-ed, etc. 
• -en occurs in black-en, damp-en, dead-en, etc. 
 
Morphemes can have any phonological length and shape: 
• one phoneme: -s, as in dog-s, cat-s, etc. 
• one syllable: -en, as above 
• two syllables: anti-, as in anti-freeze, anti-tank, etc. 
• many syllables: Madagascar, pumpernickel 
 
Different morphemes may have similar phonological shape: 
• The -s that means ‘plural noun’ in dog-s, cat-s and the -s that means ‘third-

person singular verb’ in walk-s, jog-s are different morphemes. 
• Although pump, -er, and nickel are all morphemes in English, pumpernickel 

doesn’t contain any of them and is only one morpheme long. 
Morphemes are defined by their contribution to meaning or structure. 
 
A single morpheme may have multiple phonological realizations. 
• Sometimes this is a result of phonological rules acting on the morpheme: 

 plural morpheme is [s] in cat-s, [z] in dog-s, [əz] in judge-s 
• Sometimes alternative pronunciations are not phonologically determined: 

 plural morpheme is [s] in cat-s, [n] in ox-en, ∅ in sheep 
 past-tense morpheme is [t] in walk-ed, ∅ in hit, vowel change in took 

The various phonological realizations are called allomorphs of the morpheme. 
 

Just as a phoneme may have several allophones, and which one gets used is 
determined by the other phonemes in its environment, 

a morpheme may have several allomorphs, and which one gets used is 
determined by the other morphemes it’s attached to. 

Some people use the term allomorph to include any of the phonological shapes of a morpheme; 
I prefer to restrict it to the ones that aren’t determined by phonological rules. 
So I’d say cat-s, dog-s, judge-s have  slightly different pronunciations of the same allomorph. 



Regular and irregular allomorphs: 
 
The regular allomorph is the default phonological form of a morpheme: 

it usually appears the most frequently, and in wug-test situations. 
(Cf. the underlying form of a phoneme appearing in ”elsewhere” environments.) 
E.g., the regular allomorph of the English plural is -s (cat-s, dog-s, judge-s). 
 
Other allomorphs are irregular: 

speakers must memorize that certain allomorphs appear in certain contexts. 
E.g., you can’t predict from other linguistic facts about the word ox 

that the plural morpheme takes the allomorph -en when you attach it to ox. 
 Phonologically similar words take the regular allomorph: boxes, foxes. 
 
Types of morphemes: 
 
Content morphemes (also called lexical morphemes): 
• have referential meaning: denote a thing, action, concept, quality, etc. 

 dog, kick, purple, tennis, etc. 
• are in an open class; i.e., new content morphemes can be invented easily: 

 smurf, grok, captcha… 
Function morphemes 
• have little or no specific referential meaning 
• usually embody structural or grammatical information about the content 

morphemes and their relationship to each other: 
 -ness indicates a word is a noun; and connects phrases; etc. 

• sometimes modify or specify shades of meaning of content morphemes: 
 -s means ‘more than one of whatever’; -ed means ‘in the past’ 

• are in a closed class: it’s hard for speakers to create new function morphemes 
 
A bound morpheme is one that can’t stand on its own as a word: 

-s in dogs, -ed in kicked, cran- in cranberry 
When writing a bound morpheme in isolation, use a hyphen to indicate where it attaches. 

A free morpheme can appear as a word on its own: dog, kick, berry. 
In many languages free morphemes are rare; most words are polymorphemic. 

 
In English, most content morphemes are free (e.g. dog) and most function 

morphemes are bound (e.g., -ed); but: 
The bound/free and content/function classifications are not the same: 
 bound content morphemes exist (cran- in cranberry; myst- in mystify) 
 as do free function morphemes (the, of, be, a/an, etc.)



A polymorphemic word typically consists of a root and one or more affixes: 
 
The root is a content morpheme contributing most of the word’s meaning: 

dog is the root of dog-s; black is the root of black-en-ing. 
In English, the root is usually a free morpheme, but bound roots do exist: 

myst- is the root morpheme of myst-ify, myst-ic, myst-ery. 
An affix is typically a bound function morpheme contributing information about 

finer shades of meaning, structural relationships, etc. 
Types of affixes: 
• prefixes are attached before the root: un- and fore- in unforeseen 
• suffixes are attached after the root: -en and -ing in blackening 
• some languages use infixes, attached inside the root: 
  Bontoc has an infix -um- that turns adjectives into verbs: 

  fikas ‘strong’  f-um-ikas ‘be strong’ 
  kilad ‘red’  k-um-ilad ‘be red’ 
 (Bontoc is an indigenous language of the northern Philippines.) 

We’ll use the term base for what an affix is added to: 
this may be just the root itself, or the root plus some affixes already added. 

 
Compounding: 

a morphological process whereby multiple roots are combined in one word, 
instead of just one root with some number of affixes. 

English allows compounding very freely: 
classroom, pickpocket, half-life, olive oil, shoe polish, etc. 

It’s even possible to compound two bases that already contain affixes: 
washer-dryer is a compound of washer and dryer, each with a root and an affix. 

Some of these compounds are spelled as two words in standard English spelling, 
but grammatically they function as a single word for e.g. phonological purposes. 

German has the same type of compounding, but compounds are always spelled as one word: 
Grenzkontrolloffizier ‘border control officer’. 

The most common type of compounding in English is noun+noun compounding, 
which can go on basically without limit: 
password security question answer attempt… 

 
Many morphemes and morphological processes are productive— 

i.e., they can be used on the fly to create novel words using existing elements. 
If we use scrunchie as a verb, we can create the novel word unscrunchiable 

by adding the productive affixes un- and -able. 
This is not the case for all morphemes: 
-ness and -ty (as in truthfulness and honesty) have the same meaning, 

but -ness is more productive than -ty. 
Thus honestness is also a possible word, but *truthfulty isn’t; 

-ty isn’t productive enough to easily create new words with. 



Hierarchical structure in morphology 
 
A polymorphemic word is not just an unstructured string of morphemes; 

the morphemes have a hierarchical structure. 
When a word has a root and multiple affixes, we think of it as being derived by 

adding one affix at a time: 
the first affix is added directly to the root, the next onto that complex base, etc. 
 
Many affixes attach to certain grammatical types of bases, 

and the usually produce a specific grammatical types as a result. 
E.g., -ness attaches to an adjective base to produce a noun (happiness, sadness); 

-able attaches to a verb base to produce an adjective (washable, fixable); 
de- often attaches to a noun base to produce a verb (delouse, debug); etc. 

We can use these restrictions, and the morphemes’ compositional meaning,  
to analyze the morphological structure of words using them. 

 
E.g., reusable means ‘able to be reused’, so it’s reuse + -able; 

unusable means ‘not usable’, so it’s un- + usable. 
Note also that re- attaches to verbs (rewash, relocate), not adjectives (*rehappy). 
So reusable and unusable have opposite structures. 

Represent these with brackets or with tree diagrams: 
 
 
 
 
 
 [[re-use]able] [un[use-able]] 
 
Some words, like unlockable, are structurally ambiguous: 

(Note this is because un- can attach to verbs or adjectives, with slightly different meanings.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 [[un-lock]able] [un[lock-able]] 
 ‘able to be unlocked’ ‘not lockable’ 
 
The same approach works for compounds 

and words with a large number of affixes, 
like un-washer-dryer-like. 

 

re use able un use able 

un lock able un lock able 

un wash er dry er like 


