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MORPHOPHONEMICS

DEFINITION
• Morphophonemics is that branch of linguistics which studies the
interaction between morphology and phonology. Morphology is the
study of morphemes; and a morpheme is a meaning based abstract
concept which sometimes appears in various phonological shapes.
Morphophonemics thus provides an understanding of how
morphemes operate at the level of phonology. ‘Morphophonemics’ is
the term used mostly in American linguistics. In British linguistics,
‘morphophonology’ and sometimes even the shorter term
‘morphonology’ are used as its synonyms. The following are some of
the morphophonemic rules applicable to English:

1. THE PLURAL MORPHEME

i.

If a noun ends in a voiceless sound other than any one of the three
voiceless sibilants /ʧ, s, ʃ/, the plural morpheme at the end of that
noun is realized as /-s/:
cat - /kæt/
cats - /kæts/
rat - /ræt/
rats - /ræts/
map - /mæp/
maps - /mæps/
park - /pɑːk/
parks - /pɑːks/
roof - /ruːf/
roofs - /ruːfs/
birth - /bɜːθ/
births - /bɜːθs/

ii. If a noun ends in a voiced sound other than any one of the three
voiced sibilants /ʤ, z, ʒ/, the plural morpheme at the end of that
noun is realized as /z/:
bed - /bed/
beds - /bedz/
dog - /dɒɡ/
dogs - /dɒɡz/
pen - /pen/
pens - /penz/
home - /həʊm/
homes - /həʊmz/
cow - /kaʊ/
cows - /kaʊz/
song - /sɒŋ/
songs - /sɒŋz/
bottle - /ˈbɒtl/̩
bottles - /ˈbɒtlz/
̩
eye - /aɪ/
eyes - /aɪz/

iii. If a noun ends in any one of the six sibilant sounds /ʧ, ʤ, s, z, ʃ, ʒ/,
the plural morpheme at the end of that noun is realized as /-ɪz/:
kiss - /kɪs/
kisses - /ˈkɪsɪz/
rose - /rəʊz/
roses - /ˈrəʊzɪz/
wish - /wɪʃ/
wishes - /ˈwɪʃɪz/
garage - /ˈɡærɑːʒ/
garages - /ˈɡærɑːʒɪz/
church - /ʧɜːʧ/
churches - /ˈʧɜːʧɪz/
judge - /ʤʌʤ/
judges - /ˈʤʌʤɪz/

EXCEPTIONS:
The four types of exceptions to these pluralization rules are as follows:
a) There are nouns in which the consonant at the end of the base is
changed before the rule related to the plural morpheme is applied:

 /θ/ →

/ðz/

bath - /bɑːθ/
mouth - /maʊθ/
path - /pɑːθ/

baths - /bɑːðz/
mouths - /maʊðz/
paths - /pɑːðz/



/f/

→
/vz/ (only when ‘f’ in spelling becomes ‘ves’)
half - /hɑːf/
halves - /hɑːvz/
life - /Iaɪf/
lives - /Iaɪvz/
thief - /θiːf/
thieves - /θiːvz/
wife - /waɪf/
wives - /waɪvz/
But: chief - /ʧiːf/

chiefs - /ʧiːfs/



/s/

→
/zɪz/ (in some cases only)
house - /haʊs/
houses - /ˈhaʊzɪz/

b) There are some nouns in which
terms of a change of vowel:
tooth - /tuːθ/
foot - /fʊt/
goose - /ɡuːz/
mouse - /maʊs/
man - /mæn/
woman - /ˈwʊmən/

the plural morpheme is realized in
teeth - / ːθ/
feet - /ﬁːt/
geese - /ɡiːz/
mice - /maɪs/
men - /men/
women - /ˈwɪmɪn/

c) There are nouns in which the plural morpheme is realized as /-ən/
or /-rən/:
ox - /ɒks/
oxen - /ˈɒksən/
child - /ʧaɪld/
child - /ˈʧɪldrən/

d) There are nouns in which the plural morpheme is realized in the
form of a zero morph:
deer - /dɪə/
deer - /dɪə/
sheep - /ʃiːp/
sheep - /ʃiːp/
aircraft - /ˈeəkrɑː /
aircraft - /ˈeəkrɑː /
Chinese - /ʧaɪˈniːz/
Chinese - /ʧaɪˈniːz/
Japanese - /ˌʤæpəˈniːz/
Japanese - /ˌʤæpəˈniːz/
Swiss - /swɪs/
Swiss - /swɪs/

Note: - The morphophonemic rules regarding the genitive morpheme
and the third person singular present (TSP) morpheme are identical
with the pluralization rules stated above.

2. THE GENETIVE (POSSESSIVE)
MORPHEME

i.

If a noun ends in a voiceless sound other than any one of the three
voiceless sibilants /ʧ, s, ʃ/, the genitive morpheme at the end of
that noun is realized as /-s/:
Hamlet - /ˈhæmlɪt/
Hamlet’s - /ˈhæmlɪts/
dentist - /ˈdentɪst/
dentist’s - /ˈdentɪsts/
Philip - /ˈfɪlɪp/
Philip’s - /ˈfɪlɪps/
Kenneth - /ˈkenɪθ/
Kenneth’s - /ˈkenɪθs/
Isaac - /ˈaɪzǝk/
Isaac’s - /ˈaɪzǝks/
Randolph - /ˈrændǝlf/
Randolph’s - /ˈrændǝlfs/

ii. If a noun ends in a voiced sound other than any one of the three
voiced sibilants /ʤ, z, ʒ/, the genitive morpheme at the end of that
noun is realized as /z/:
Helen - /ˈhelǝn/
Helen’s - /ˈhelǝnz/
Adam - /ˈædǝm/
Adam’s - /ˈædǝmz/
Henry - /ˈhenrɪ/
Henry’s - /ˈhenrɪz/
Michael - /ˈmaɪkǝl/
Michael’s - /ˈmaɪkǝlz/
Richard - /ˈrɪʧǝd/
Richard’s - /ˈrɪʧǝdz/
brother - /ˈbrʌðǝ/
brother’s - /ˈbrʌðǝz/

iii. If a noun ends in any one of the six sibilant sounds /ʧ, ʤ, s, z, ʃ, ʒ/,
the genitive morpheme at the end of that noun is realized as /-ɪz/:
church - /ʧɜːʧ/
church’s - /ˈʧɜːʧɪz/
judge - /ʤʌʤ/
judge’s - /ˈʤʌʤɪz/
Neeraj - /ˈniːrǝʤ/
Neeraj’s - /ˈniːrǝʤɪz/
Keats - /kiːts/
Keats’ - /ˈkiːtsɪz/
Bruce - /bruːs/
Bruce’s - /ˈbruːsɪz/
Marsh - /mɑːʃ/
Marsh’s - /ˈmɑːʃɪz/
George - /ʤɔːʤ/
George’s - /ˈʤɔːʤɪz/

EXCEPTIONS:
The exceptions to the genitive rules are listed below:
a) In the case of singular proper nouns ending in /z/, the genitive
morpheme is realized as /-ɪz/ or as zero. However, the more common
form is /-ɪz/:
Charles - /ʧɑːlz/
Dickens - /ˈdɪkɪnz/
Forbes - /fɔːbz/

Charles’s - /ˈʧɑːlzɪz/
Dickens’s - /ˈdɪkɪnzɪz/
Forbes’s - /ˈfɔːbzɪz/

or
or
or

Charles’ - /ʧɑːlz/
Dickens’ - /ˈdɪkɪnz/
Forbes’ - /fɔːbz/

b) In the case of plural nouns ending in ‘-s’, the genitive morpheme is
realized as zero:
boys - /bɔɪz/
boys’ (hostel) - /bɔɪz/
students - /ˈstjuːdǝnts/
students’ (union) - /ˈstjuːdǝnts/
teachers - /ˈ ːʧǝs/
teachers’ (flats) - /ˈ ːʧǝs/
officers - /ˈɒfɪsǝz/
officers’ (mess) - /ˈɒfɪsǝz/

c) In the following two types of examples, the genitive morpheme is
realized as zero:
• In a number of fixed expressions, e.g.
for Jesus’ sake
/ˈʤiːzǝs/
for goodness’ sake /ˈɡʊdnǝs/
• In the case of Greek names of more than one syllable, e.g.
Sophocles’ plays
/ˈsɒfǝkliːz/
Socrates’ disciple
/ˈsɒkrǝ ːz/

3. THE THIRD-PERSON SINGULAR
PRESENT (TSP) MORPHEME

i.

If a verb ends in a voiceless sound other than any one of the three
voiceless sibilants /ʧ, s, ʃ/, the TSP morpheme (i.e. ‘-s/-es’
inflection) at the end of that verb is realized as /-s/:
hope - /hǝʊp/
hopes - /hǝʊps/
cut - /kʌt/
cuts - /kʌts/
walk - /wɔːk/
walks - /wɔːks/
talk - /tɔːk/
talks - /tɔːks/
cough - /kɒf/
coughs - /kɒfs/
laugh - /lɑːf/
laughs - /lɑːfs/

ii. If a verb ends in a voiced sound other than any one of the three
voiced sibilants /ʤ, z, ʒ/, the TSP morpheme (i.e. ‘-s/-es’ inflection)
at the end of that verb is realized as /-z/:
buy - /baɪ/
buys - /baɪz/
pay - /peɪ/
pays - /peɪz/
rub - /rʌb/
rubs - /rʌbz/
beg - /beɡ/
begs - /beɡz/
climb - /klaɪm/
climbs - /klaɪmz/
grin - /ɡrɪn/
grins - /ɡrɪnz/
settle - /ˈsetl/̩
settles - /ˈsetlz/
̩

iii. If a verb ends in any one of the six sibilant sounds /ʧ, ʤ, s, z, ʃ, ʒ/,
the TSP morpheme (i.e. ‘-s/-es’ inflection) at the end of that verb is
realized as /-ɪz/:
mix - /mɪks/
mixes - /ˈmɪksɪz/
lose - /luːz/
loses - /ˈluːzɪz/
wash - /wɒʃ/
washes - /ˈwɒʃɪz/
touch - /tʌʧ/
touches - /ˈtʌʧɪz/
budge - /bʌʤ/
budges - /ˈbʌʤɪz/

4. THE PAST TENSE MORPHEME AND
THE PAST PARTICIPLE MORPHEME
This rule applies only in the case of regular verbs.

i.

If a verb ends in a voiceless sound other than /t/, the past tense
morpheme or the past participle morpheme is realized as /-t/:
hope - /hǝʊp/
hoped - /həʊpt/
stop - /stɒp/
stopped - /stɒpt/
talk - /tɔːk/
talked - /tɔːkt/
walk - /wɔːk/
walked - /wɔːkt/
miss - /mɪs/
missed - /mɪst/
hiss - /hɪs/
hissed - /hɪst/
march - /mɑːʧ/
marched - /mɑːʧt/
search - /sɜːʧ/
searched - /sɜːʧt/
rush - /rʌʃ/
rushed - /rʌʃt/
push - /pʊʃ/
pushed - /pʊʃt/
reach - /riːʧ/
reached - /riːʧt/
kick - /kɪk/
kicked - /kɪkt/

ii. If a verb ends in a voiced sound other than /d/, the past tense
morpheme or the past participle morpheme is realized as /-d/:
play - /pleɪ/
played - /pleɪd/
cry - /kraɪ/
cried - /kraɪd/
bomb - /bɒm/
bombed - /bɒmd/
sin - /sɪn/
sinned - /sɪnd/
hug - /hʌɡ/
hugged - /hʌɡd/
budge - /bʌʤ/
budged - /bʌʤd/

iii. If a verb ends in /t/ or /d/, the past tense morpheme or the past
participle morpheme is realized as /-ɪd/:
part - /pɑːt/
parted - /ˈpɑːtɪd/
want - /wɒnt/
wanted - /ˈwɒntɪd/
hunt - /hʌnt/
hunted - /ˈhʌntɪd/
shunt - /ʃʌnt/
shunted - /ˈʃʌntɪd/
decide - /dɪˈsaɪd/
decided - /dɪˈsaɪdɪd/
guard - /ɡɑːd/
guarded - /ˈɡɑːdɪd/
nod - /nɒd/
nodded - /ˈnɒdɪd/
guide - /ɡaɪd/
guided - /ˈɡaɪdɪd/

EXCEPTIONS:
The following five types of irregular verbs are exceptions to the
above rules:
a) Verbs in which all the three forms are the same –
burst
burst
burst
cost
cost
cost
cut
cut
cut
hit
hit
hit
put
put
put
* ‘read-/riːd/ read-/red/ read-/red/’ is a special case.

b) Verbs in which all the three forms are different –
begin
began
begun
choose
chose
chosen
do
did
done
go
went
gone
wear
wore
worn

c) Verbs in which the past tense form is the same as the past participle
form –
bring
brought
brought
find
found
found
keep
kept
kept
sit
sat
sat
teach
taught
taught

d) Verbs in which the base form is the same as the past participle
form –
come
came
come
run
ran
run
e) Verbs in which the base form is the same as the past tense form –
beat - /biːt/

beat - /biːt/ beaten - /ˈbiːtn̩/

5. THE NEGATIVE MORPHEME {in-}
Note: - It may be pointed out here that the negative prefixes {in-} and
{un-} are not allomorphs of the same morpheme.

i.

If a word begins with any one of the bilabial sounds /p, b, m/, the
negative morpheme prefixed to that word is realized as /ɪm-/:
possible - /ˈpɒsɪbl/̩
impossible - /ɪmˈpɒsɪbl/̩
probable - /ˈprɒbəbl/̩
improbable - /ɪmˈprɒbəbl/̩
pure - /pjʊə/
impure - /ɪmˈpjʊə/
proper - /ˈprɒpə/
improper - /ɪmˈprɒpə/
balance - /ˈbæləns/
imbalance - /ɪmˈbæləns/
mobile - /ˈməʊbaɪl/
immobile - /ɪˈməʊbaɪl/
mortal - /ˈmɔːtl/̩
immortal - /ɪˈmɔːtl/̩
moral - /ˈmɒrəl/
immoral - /ɪˈmɒrəl/
mature - /məˈʧʊə/
immature - /ˌɪməˈʧʊə/

ii. If a word begins with /l/ sound, the negative morpheme prefixed to
that word is realized as /ɪl-/:
legal - /ˈliːɡl/̩
illegal - /ɪˈliːɡl/̩
legible - /ˈleʤɪbl/̩
illegible - /ɪˈleʤɪbl/̩
legitimate - /lɪˈʤɪtɪmət/
illegitimate - /ˌɪlɪˈʤɪtɪmət/
logical - /ˈlɒʤɪkl/̩
illogical - /ɪˈlɒʤɪkl/̩

iii. If a word begins with /r/ sound, the negative morpheme prefixed to
that word is realized as /ɪr-/:
responsible - /rɪˈspɒnsɪbl/̩ irresponsible - /ˌɪrɪˈspɒnsɪbl/̩
regular - /ˈreɡjʊlə/
irregular - /ɪˈreɡjʊlə/
regularity - /ˌreɡjʊˈlærɪtɪ/ irregularity - /ɪˌreɡjʊˈlærɪtɪ/
relevant - /ˈreləvənt/
irrelevant - /ɪˈreləvənt/
rational - /ˈræʃnəl/
irrational - /ɪˈræʃnl/̩

iv. If a word begins with any one of the velar sounds /k, ɡ/, the
negative morpheme prefixed to that word is realized either as /ɪŋ-/
or as /ɪn-/:
capable - /ˈkeɪpəbl/̩
incapable - /ɪnˈkeɪpəbl/̩
coherent - /kəʊˈhɪərənt/
incoherent - /ˌɪnkəʊˈhɪərənt/
complete - /kəmˈpliːt/
incomplete - /ˌɪnkəmˈpliːt/
comparable - /ˈkɒmpərəbl/̩ incomparable - /ɪnˈkɒmpərəbl/̩
gratitude - /ˈɡrætɪtjuːd/
ingratitude - /ɪnˈɡrætɪtjuːd/

v. If a word begins with any of sounds (including all vowels) except
discussed above, the negative morpheme prefixed to that word is
realized as /ɪn-/:
tolerable - /ˈtɒlərəbl/̩
intolerable - /ɪnˈtɒlərəbl/̩
temperate - /ˈtempərət/
intemperate - /ɪnˈtempərət/
transitive - /ˈtrænsɪtɪv/
intransitive - /ɪnˈtrænsɪtɪv/
dependent - /dɪˈpendənt/ independent - /ˌɪndɪˈpendənt/
destructible - /dɪˈstrʌktɪbl/̩ indestructible - /ˌɪndɪˈstrʌktɪbl/̩
describable - /dɪˈskraɪbəbl/̩ indescribable - /ˌɪndɪˈskraɪbəbl/̩
formal - /ˈfɔːml/̩
informal - /ɪnˈfɔːml/̩
flexible - /ˈfleksɪbl/̩
inflexible - /ɪnˈfleksɪbl/̩
famous - /ˈfeɪməs/
infamous - /ˈɪnfəməs/
valuable - /ˈvæljʊəbl/̩
invaluable - /ɪnˈvæljʊəbl/̩

valid - /ˈvælɪd/
visible - /ˈvɪzɪbl/̩
sane - /seɪn/
sincere - /sɪnˈsɪə/
sensitive - /ˈsensɪtɪv/
justice - /ˈʤʌstɪs/
numerable - /ˈnjuːmərəbl/̩
active - /ˈæktɪv/
organic - /ɔːˈɡænɪk/
adequate - /ˈædɪkwət/
accurate - /ˈækjʊrət/
operative - /ˈɒpərətɪv/

invalid - /ɪnˈvælɪd/
invisible - /ɪnˈvɪzɪbl/̩
insane - /ɪnˈseɪn/
insincere - /ˌɪnsɪnˈsɪə/
insensitive - /ɪnˈsensɪtɪv/
injustice - /ɪnˈʤʌstɪs/
innumerable - /ɪˈnjuːmərəbl/̩
inactive - /ɪnˈæktɪv/
inorganic - /ˌɪnɔːˈɡænɪk/
inadequate - /ɪnˈædɪkwət/
inaccurate - /ɪnˈækjʊrət/
inoperative - /ɪnˈɒpərətɪv/
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