Chapter 4
Morphology: The Structure of Words

Morphology is the study of the internal structure of words: it examines how wards can be
broken down into meaningful parts and how new words are created in language.

Unlike allophones, phonemes, and syllables, which are elements of sounds, words
consist of both phonological forms and also meanings (O’ Grady et al. 2001). As we have
learned in Chapter 1, the relation between form and meaning within a word is arbitrary.
Thus, when we know a word, it means we know the conventional and arbitrary pairing
between a particular sequence of sounds and a particular meaning,

A word can be defined as “the smallest independent unit of language™ (Webster's
Unabridged Dictionary 1989, cited in Fasold and Connor-Linton 2006:56). That is, it
does not. need to be attached to another umt when it appears in an utterance. For
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languages have rules for creating words; and speakers are capable of constructing and
interpreting new words formed by the application of these rules. For example, a speaker
of English who knows the basic word copy can readily construct and interpret other
related words. These include copied, which is its past tense form, copyist, which refers to
a person who makes written copies, and copy machine, which i1s a device for making
photographic copies, etc. The number of these complex words is very large, and thus
they cannot be all listed in the lexicon. In fact. speakers know the meanings of all these
words by means of the knowledge of basic words. word parts, and the rules for their
combination.

The component of the grammar which is concemed with words is called
morphology. Generally, the study of morphology aims to understand speakers’
knowledge apon; _thg_';ntemal structure and the formation of words. With this objective,

linguists investigate what speakers know about the meaningful parts that constitute words
34 ‘ . of the mental rules and processes to construct and interpret

1e relationship between words in their language.




Each of these morphemes contributes to the overall interpretation of the word.  The
morpheme act contains the meaning of *do something”: the morpheme -ion specifies that
the word functions as a noun with the meaning “the process of doing something’. and the
morpheme -5 adds the meaning of ‘more than one’ 1o the word. Accordingly, the entire
word is used to refer to ‘two or more processes of doing something *

Like words, morphemes are the arbitrary pairings between forms and meanings.
Any sounds and sound sequences permitted in a language can be morphemes Thus, a
morpheme may consist of a single sound (-5 1n acrions), one syllable (act in actions, care
in careful), or two or more syllables (borile, alphaber. intelligent). In all of these cases. a
morpheme consists of a particular form (either a sound or a sequence of sounds) and a
particular meaning joined together. and there is nothing intrinsic in such combination
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Examples
‘man, desire
man-ly. desire-able
_man-li-ness, desire-able-ly
tle-man-li-ness, un-desire-able-|
pentl fmn*!i"ness













hange both the meaning and the category of the base (see more
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The other type of affix. called an inflectional affix, 1s used to create a new
grammatical form of the word to which it 1s added. It does not change either the central
meaning or the grammatical category of the base. Forms produced by inflectional affixes
are typically not full words on their own. Since inflectional affixes create a new form o
a word, not a new word, words containing affixes of this sort are not considered
independent lexical items. Accordingly, they are usually listed in dictionaries in the same
entry as their base.

For example, the inflectional suffix -s n English simply produces the plural form
of a noun base. The word cat is a noun. The new form produced by the addition of this
suffix. i.e., cats, is still a noun and has the same central meaning as the base; it represents
the plural form of the word car. Likewise, the inflectional suffix -ing creates the

progressive form of a verb base. Forms made by the addition of this suffix, such as
he same type of action as the bases.

, and walking, remain verbs and still denote t
th the plural form cats and the progressive forms singing and walking are

ander the same entry as their base.

lerivational affixes are found in English, there are only eight
ge. All of the English inflectional affixes are suffixes, as

. The mflectional aftixes of English

Base Example

walks, touches
il walking, touching
walked, touched
has walked, has touched
books, pens
Jane’s book, John’s pen
slower, faster
slowest, fastest













