The Minimal Units of Meaning

The word as the basic unit of meaning

· some words can’t be divided into smaller meaningful units


cat, girl, ask, tell, tall, uncle, orange

· most words have more than one meaningful part


( cat          cats           


( desire     desired      undesired     desirable     undesirable

( happy     happily     happiness     unhappily   unhappiness
· parts of words like  -s    -ed    -un    -able    -ly    -ness    
have a fixed meaning 

-un = ‘not’

desirable
undesirable = not desirable

likely
unlikely = not likely

inspired
uninspired = inspired

happy
unhappy = not happy

developed
undeveloped = not developed

sophisticated
unsophisticated = not sophisticated
Internal structure of words
1. Words have internal structure.

Consider phon- the following words:


phone
phonic


phonetic
phoneme


phonetician
phonemic


phonetics
allophone


phonology
telephone


phonologist
telephonic


phonological
euphonious


phon- is a minimal form that can’t be decomposed
2. The internal structure of words is rule-governed.

ungrammatical
*grammaticalun


unadmired
*admiredun


telephonic
*icphontele
Morphology


The study of 

· the internal structure of words, and

· the rules by which words are formed

from Greek:



morphology = morph + ology    


         

     form      science of

morphology = the science of word forms   

Morphology is part of our (subconscious) linguistic competence.

Morphemes: the minimal units of meaning
· the smallest meaning-bearing linguistic unit

· an arbitrary union of a sound and a meaning that can’t be further analyzed

· from Greek:  morphe  = form

· a single word may be composed of one or two morphemes



one morpheme

boy





desire



two morphemes

boy + ish





desire + able



three morphemes

boy + ish + ness





desire + able + ility



four morphemes

gentle + man + li + ness





un + desire + able + ility



more than four

un + gentle + man + li + ness





anti + dis + establish + ment + ari + an + ism
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