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In the last century, linguists introduced a classification of morphological systems which is still often referred to today.
Thus classification distinguished isolating, agglutinating and inflectional languages. We start with isolating languages. These,
exemplified by Vietnamese, Chinese and a number of other Far Eastern languages, as well as a number of West African
languages, have few, if any, bound morphemes. Thus, in Vietnamese, there is no morpheme corresponding to English -e# in
driver, this concept being conveyed by a compound with roughly the structure ‘drive + person’.

At the other extreme are languages such as Turkish, Finnish, Hungarian, the Bantu languages of Africa, many
languages of the Americas and Australasia and most of the languages of Russia. Here, words of great complexity, consisting
of many morphemes, are formed. A (fairly typical) word from the classic example of an agglutinating language, Turkish,

appears in (1) (note that this example uses the orthographic system of Turkish):

(1) caligtirlmamaliymig

‘apparently, (they say) he ought not to be made to work’
The segmentation of this word into its component morphemes is indicated in (2):

2) éahs— tr — 1 - ma - mahly - mus

work cause  passive negation  obligation inference

The root, the verb ¢alis ‘work’, comes at the beginning and the suffixes each add their own component of meaning.
Languages such as Turkish give the impression that every morpheme has just one meaning and every meaning in the
language is assigned its own unique morpheme. This is often thought of as a kind of morphological ideal, with the
characterisation of such languages as agglutinating conveying the idea that morphemes are glued together one by one.
It is indeed the case that a “‘perfect’ isolating or agglutinating language would have the property that every morpheme

would have just one meaning and every individual component of meaning expressible in the language would correspond to
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just one morpheme. (j)lhe difference between the two types would be that in an agglutinating language some of the

morphemes would be bound, giving the possibility of the construction of complex words like that in (1), whereas in an
isolating language they would all be free. In practice, however, there are innumerable deviations from such ideals, and it’s
unlikely that any language has ever met the ideal. Moreover, there are many languages which show, say, agglutinating
tendencies in some areas of grammar and isolating tendencies in others. For this reason, it is much more interesting to ask
whether specific morphological processes are isolating, agglutinating or something else. Whether a language can be so
categorised is something of a non-question. With this background, we can now ask more detailed questions about the kinds
of inflectional systems we find in the world’s languages.

We begin by contrasting two languages, Latin and Turkish. In tables 1 and 2, we see sets of forms of the Turkish noun

EV ‘house’ and the Latin noun VILLA “villa, country house’.

Table 1 Forms of the Turkish noun EV ‘house’

singular plural

nominative ev evler
accusative evi evleri
genitive evin evlerin
dative eve evlere
ablative evden evlerden

Table2 Forms of the Latin noun VILLA ‘country house’

singular plural

nominative vi:lla vi:llae
accusative viillam viillais
genitive viillae vitllarrum
dative vitllae vidlizs

ablative viilla: viillizs
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These nouns each have sets of singular and plural forms, but in addition they have case forms. A case form of a noun is

a special form used to indicate various types of grammatical relationship. Roughly speaking, (jthe functions of the cases are

as follows: nominative — the basic form of the word: accusative — the form used when the noun is the object of the verb

undergoing the action denoted by the verb (e.g. They painted the house); genitive — possession, of the house, dative — to/for

the house, ablative — away from the house. However, the meanings are not so important here; our focus is on the way the

words are constructed.

The first thing we notice about the Turkish forms is that there is a single set of case endings which are used for both
singular and plural: -i, -in, -e, -den. Moreover, the exponent of the plural for all case forms is the suffix -ler. When we turn to
the Latin forms, however, the picture is much less clear. Firstly, there’s no single suffix which expresses the property ‘plural’.

Moreover, the case endings for the singular and plural don’t correspond to each other at all. In fact, ()it’s worse than this

because the nominative plural form is identical to the genitive and dative singular forms. And yet, when we investigate the
Latin noun system, it’s clear that we need to distinguish the five cases and the two numbers, because all nouns have sets of
distinct forms for the various case/number combinations. The problem is that each Latin noun is only able to take a single
suffix. Therefore, each suffix has to be simultaneously the exponent of two properties, number and case. When a single affix
expresses more than one property within a word form in this way, we say that the affix camulates those properties, and the
phenomenon in general is called cumulation.

Latin nouns illustrate a further important feature of inflecting languages. The endings of the Turkish word KEDI ‘cat’
are essentially the same as those in table 1: kediden ‘from a cat’, kedilerin ‘of the cats’ and so on. In table 3, we see the forms
of the Latin noun FELES ‘cat’:

There are only vague similarities between the éndings for VILLA and those for FELES. Now, it turns out that there is a
very large number of words which take the same endings as VILLA and quite a few which take the same endings as
FELES, so this is not just a case of isolated irregularity. Moreover, there are other patterns of endings for other groups of
nouns (traditionally, five such classes are recognised). Distinct groups of words with different inflections to express the same
sets of properties are called inflectional classes. The traditional term for inflectional classes of nouns (and adjectives) is
declension, and the facts of Turkish, briefly referred to above, indicate that it lacks declensions. For {ferbs, if we find that

inflections expressing agreement, tense, etc. fall into distinct classes, as they do in Latin, we speak of conjugations.
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Table 3 Forms of the Latin noun FELES ‘cat’

singular plural
nominative fe:le:s fe:le:s
accusative fedlem felits
genitive felis ferlium
dative fe:li: fe:libus

ablative fe:le fe:libus

Although it’s not immediately apparent, the two Latin nouns we have cited illustrate a further characteristic feature of
Latin declensions. If we look at the dative and ablative plural forms of VILLA and FELES, we find that they are identical:
vi:llizs, fe:libus. This identity obtains for all nouns in Latin, and therefore it is a fact about the grammar of Latin. Here we
have to say, then, that we have a single word form but that form corresponds to two grammatical words, much like the past
tense and perfect/passive participles of English regular verbs. ()This is a widespread phenomenon in languages such as
Latin, and morphologists refer to it as syncretism. We say that the forms viillits, feilibus are syncretic, and that they
syncretise the dative/ablative plural.

A rather different morphological phenomenon can be observed in Latin verbs. In (3), we see various forms of the verb

AMO ‘1love’:

3) am-o: ‘Ilove’
ama:b-o: ‘Iwill love’
ama:b-am ‘I was loving’
ama:v-i: ‘I have loved’

amarver-am ‘I had loved’

These forms are based on a stem form ama:- (or am- in the present tense). The final suffix is the exponent of the first person

singular form, but notice that it’s a different suffix depending on the tense/aspect of the form. In the present and future forms,
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we have -o! but in the ;;WO past tense forms, the éndng is -m, while in the present perfect form, it -it. This kind of variation
1s different from that illustrated by the different noun suffixes in tables 2 and 3, because here we are dealing with forms of a
single lexeme (and, moreover, an example of a completely regular verb in Latin). When we come to analyse a form such as,
say, ama:vi: ‘I have loved’, what we find is that the -i: suffix is not just an exponent of the prdperty first singular — it is also

telling us that the verb is present tense and perfect aspect. This is diagrammed in (4):

“4) LOVE PERFECT PRES/FIRST SINGULAR

]

ama: Y It

In (4), we can see that the property PERFECT is extended over two distinct suffixes. This situation is referred to as extended
exponence. [PLFEME]

(Andrew Radford, Martin Atkinson, David Britain, Harald Clahsen and Andrew Spencer. (2009). Linguistics: An

Introduction. 2nd Edition. Cambridge University Press.d< ) —HFiE)

(1) T#E (1) The difference between the two types EIEED K 572 b DN, ASUTHIL TEAHNHIIL
7RI,

[ (2) F#ER (i) ZRERLESN,

B (3) T#ER (i) it's worse than this LIZED & D7 & ASUTHIL TRAMIZHAL 723,

f (4) Taal (v) This SR, ASUZMIL TRAEEMIZHIILES 0,

feE I 13 2F/HDAN ZlEORE THEE L GG ORE ZEREFLS (PA) THRRELRIW,

fRE L RO 1 0FEDHMNS 5FEZEN, FIERL 7z ETHRRICHIALRE W,
l.argument  2.aspiration  3.cognate = 4.mood  5.clitic

6. diglossia 7. assimilation 8. diachrony 9. aphasia 10. markedness
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