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Inflection vs. derivation

● There is often a distinction made between derivational and inflectional
morphemes.

● An inflectional morpheme would be like the suffix on a verb help-s

● A derivational morpheme would be an ending such as -er in help-er or un- in
un-tie

● Some potential differences:

Inflection Derivation
Same basic meaning Change in meaning
Same category Sometimes different category
Reflects feature of context Does not reflect features of context
Different forms of ‘same word’ ‘New words’

● Today, we will focus on inflection. . .
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Features

● Inflectional morphemes typically reflect certain features of its context:

the cat jump-s the cats jump-Ø
(singular subject) (plural subject)

Steve hurt himself Sally hurt herself
(masculine subject) (feminine subject)

● This is typically referred to as agreement morphology.

● What kinds of features are there?

Person features Number features Gender features

1st person singular masculine
2nd person plural feminine
3rd person dual neuter

● This list is not exhaustive, of course. . .

● Languages also vary with regard to the exact features they realize.
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Paradigms

● Consider the forms of English subject pronouns:

I see 1st person singular

we see 1st person plural

you see 2nd person singular

y’all see 2nd person plural

he/she/it sees 3rd person singular

they see 3rd person plural

● We can arrange these forms into a paradigm:

singular plural

1st person

1st singular 1st plural

2nd person

2nd singular 2nd plural

3rd person

3rd singular 3rd plural

● Each cell of the paradigm expresses a combination of features

● We can replace these combinations with the forms that correspond to them
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Realization rules

singular plural

1st person I we
2nd person you y’all
3rd person he/she/it they

● We can describe the distribution of forms in a paradigm with realization rules

1st person, singular

→ I

1st person, plural

→ we

2nd person, singular

→ you

2nd person, plural

→ y’all

3rd person, singular

→ he/she/it

3rd person, plural

→ they
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Syncretism

● Consider the following forms of the verb be in Dutch:

Ik ben goed ‘I am good’ (1st person singular)

Wij zijn goed ‘We are good’ (1st person plural)

Jij bent goed ‘You are good’ (2nd person singular)

Jullie zijn goed ‘you are good’ (2nd person plural)

Hij is goed ‘He is good’ (3rd person singular)

Zij zijn goed ‘They are good’ (3rd person plural)

● What do you notice about the verb forms?

● Let’s arrange the verb forms into paradigm:

singular plural

1st person

ben zijn

2nd person

bent zijn

3rd person

is zijn

● Do you notice anything?

The form zijn occurs in three cells.

● We refer to this mismatch between form and meaning as syncretism.
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Syncretism

singular plural

1st person ben zijn
2nd person bent zijn
3rd person is zijn

1st person, singular → ben
2nd person, singular → bent
3rd person, singular → is
1st person, plural → zijn
2nd person, plural → zijn
3rd person, plural → zijn

● What would the realization rules look like for Dutch be?

● We could write a rule for every possible feature combination. . .

● But this seems redundant. Is there an alternative?

● Instead, we can say that the form zijn realizes the feature plural (1 rule vs. 3)

● This is referred to as underspecification
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Decomposition

Now consider this data from Gothic:

nima ‘I take’ nimōs ‘we two take’ nimam ‘we take’

nimand ‘you (sg.) take’ nimand ‘you two take’ nimiþ ‘you (pl.) take’

singular dual plural

1st person -a -ōs -am
2nd person -iþ

● What is the stem?

● Now we can put the affixes in a paradigm

● Do you notice any syncretism?

● What is the challenge here for a single realization rule?
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Decomposition

singular dual plural

1st person -a -ōs -am
2nd person -iþ -and -and

1st person, singular → -a
1st person, dual → -ōs
1st person, plural → -am
2nd person, singular → -iþ
2nd person, dual or plural → -and

● We can’t get the distribution of -and with a single number feature

● Adding a disjunction is the same as having two rules (undesirable)

● What can we do?

Feature decomposition!

● Let us assume that each number involves two sub-features with binary values
(±singular, ±plural)
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2nd person -iþ -and -and

1st person, singular → -a
1st person, dual → -ōs
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Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Elsewhere

● Some morphological patterns are difficult to capture even with feature
decomposition.

● Consider the present tense forms of irregular be and regular talk:

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person am are
2nd person are are
3rd person is are

1st person, +singular → am
3rd person, +singular → is
elsewhere → are

singular plural
[+sing, −pl] [−sing, +pl]

1st person talk-Ø talk-Ø
2nd person talk-Ø talk-Ø
3rd person talk-s talk-Ø

3rd person, +singular → -s
elsewhere → -Ø

● Can we capture the distribution of are and -s with a single rule?

● We can if we make one of them an elsewhere form.

● Elsewhere forms have a negative distribution (they show up wherever
another morpheme does not)

Andrew Murphy Morphology II Introduction to Linguistics 04.25.22 11



Doing morphology: Icelandic

Consider the following data from Icelandic:

hestur ‘horse’ (nom. masc.) mynd ‘picture’ (nom. fem.) borð ‘table’ (nom. neut.)
hest ‘horse’ (acc. masc.) mynd ‘picture’ (acc. fem.) borð ‘table’ (acc. neut.)
hesti ‘horse’ (dat. masc.) mynd ‘picture’ (dat. fem.) borði ‘table’ (dat. neut.)
hests ‘horse’ (gen. masc.) myndar ‘picture’ (gen. fem.) borðs ‘table’ (gen. neut.)

● These all involve nouns that differ in gender (masculine, feminine, neuter) and
case (nominative, accusative, dative, genitive).

● First step: identify the affixes

● How many affixes can we find in the first column (hestur, etc.)?

● Next step: Arrange the words into a paradigm.
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Masculine Feminine Neuter

Nominative
Accusative
Dative
Genitive

● Let’s enter the forms into the paradigm.

● But we only really care about the affixes. . .

● What are the realization rules for each affix?

● Note the syncretisms we find. . .
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Doing morphology: Icelandic

Masculine Feminine Neuter

Nominative -ur -Ø -Ø
Accusative -Ø -Ø -Ø
Dative -i -Ø -i
Genitive -s -ar -s

nominative, masculine

→ -ur

genitive, feminine

→ -ar

dative, −feminine

→ -i

genitive, −feminine

→ -s

elsewhere

→ -Ø

● What feature combination does -ur realize?

● What feature combination does -ar realize?

● What about -i?
● We cannot capture its distribution with reference to a single feature

● Solution: We can decompose our gender categories into sub-features:
[±masculine] and [±feminine]
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● Now we can use these sub-features to refer to masculine and neuter as a
natural class (i.e. a context that can be referred to with a single feature,
−feminine).

● What feature combination does -i realize?

● What feature combination does -s realize?

● What feature combination does -Ø realize?
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natural class (i.e. a context that can be referred to with a single feature,
−feminine).

● What feature combination does -i realize?

● What feature combination does -s realize?

● What feature combination does -Ø realize?
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Doing morphology: Polish

What are the syncretisms we find with Polish question words?

‘who’ ‘what’

nom kto co
acc kogo co
gen kogo czego

What features are involved?

What are the realization rules?

[+nominative(, −genitive)]

→ kto

[−nominative]

→ kogo

[−genitive]

→ co

[+genitive(, −nominative)]

→ czego
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