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What is a morpheme? 

1. Definition 

A morpheme is the smallest meaningful unit in the grammar of a language.

In spoken language, morphemes are composed of phonemes (the smallest linguistically distinctive units of sound), and in written language morphemes are composed of graphemes (the smallest units of written language).
2. Discussion 

Current approaches to morphology conceive of morphemes as rules involving the linguistic context, rather than as isolated pieces of linguistic matter. They acknowledge that 

· meaning may be directly linked to supra segmental phonological units, such as tone or stress

·  the meaning of a morpheme with a given form may vary, depending on its immediate environment. 

    



                 Source:  Payne, T. 1997a 20–21

3. Examples (English) 

  Unladylike

The word unladylike consists of three morphemes and four syllables. 

Morpheme breaks:

un- 'not' 

lady '(well behaved) female adult human' 

-like 'having the characteristics of' 

None of these morphemes can be broken up any more without losing all sense of meaning. Lady cannot be broken up into "la" and "dy," even though "la" and "dy" are separate syllables. Note that each syllable has no meaning on its own. 

Dogs

The word dogs consists of two morphemes and one syllable:

dog, and 

-s, a plural marker on nouns 

Note that a morpheme like "-s" can just be a single phoneme and does not have to be a whole syllable. 

Technique

The word technique consists of only one morpheme having two syllables. 

Even though the word has two syllables, it is a single morpheme because it cannot be broken down into smaller meaningful parts. 

4. Classification 

Morphemes may be classified, on the basis of word formation, characteristics into the following types: 

	Morpheme type
	Structure
	Bound*
	Free

	· root **
	simple, made up of a single morpheme; a basis for compounding and affixation
	  yes/no 
	  yes/no 

	· stem 
	may be complex, made up of one or more morphemes; a basis for affixation
	  yes/no 
	  yes/no 

	· affix
· prefix 

· infix 

· suffix 

· suprafix 

· simulfix 

· circumfix 
	simple
	  yes 
	  no 

	· clitic
· proclitic 

· enclitic 
	simple
	  yes (phonologically) 
	  yes (syntactically) 


*A bound morpheme is a grammatical unit that never occurs by itself, but is always attached to some other morpheme. (eg: -s in the word dogs) 

**A root is the central morpheme of a word, the one which broadly determines its lexical meaning and to which prefixes and suffixes are added in the course of lexical derivation. They must have behaved as free morphemes at some point of time in the language. 
5. Another classification of morphemes is given below: 
Types of morphemes
· Free morphemes (unbound) like town, and dog can appear with other lexemes (as in town hall or dog house) or they can stand alone, i.e. "free". 

· Bound morphemes (or affixes) like "un-"  or “ –s” or “ing” appear only together with other morphemes to form a lexeme. Bound morphemes in general tend to be prefixes and suffixes. Unproductive, non-affix morphemes that exist only in bound form are known as "cranberry" morphemes, from the "cran" in that very word.  
· Derivational morphemes can be added to a word to create (derive) another word: the addition of "-ness" to "happy," for example, to give "happiness." They carry semantic information. 

· Inflectional morphemes modify a word's tense, number, aspect, and so on (as in the "dog" morpheme if written with the plural marker morpheme "-s" becomes "dogs"). They carry grammatical information. 

· Allomorphs are variants of a morpheme. An allomorph is a linguistics term for a variant form of a morpheme. The concept occurs when a unit of meaning can vary in sound (phonologically) without changing meaning. It is used in linguistics to explain the comprehension of variations in sound for a specific morpheme. e.g. the plural marker in English is  realized in three ways  as [-z], [-s] or [-ɪz] as in hats, dogs and boxes respectively. (A morph is A morph is the phonetic realization of a morpheme.)
Other variants
· Null morpheme ; a morpheme that is realized by a phonologically null affix (an empty string of phonological segments). In simpler terms, a null morpheme is an "invisible" affix. It's also called zero morpheme; the process of adding a null morpheme is called null affixation, null derivation or zero derivation. The concept was first used over two thousand years ago by Pāṇini in his Sanskrit grammar. (Some linguists object to the notion of a null morpheme, since it sets up (they say) an unverifiable distinction between a "null" or "zero" element, and nothing at all.)
· Root morpheme : The root is the primary lexical unit of a word, which carries the most significant aspects of semantic content and cannot be reduced into smaller constituents
· Word stem : a stem (sometimes also theme) is the part of a word that is common to all its inflected variants. Stems are often roots, i.e. atomic (unanalyzable) lexical morphemes, but a stem can also be morphologically complex, as seen with compound words (cf. the compound nouns meat ball or bottle opener) or words with derivational morphemes (cf. the derived verbs black-en or standard-ize). Thus, the stem of the complex English noun [[photo-graph]-er] is photographer and its only other inflected form is the plural photographers
