CENTRAL ENGLISH DEPARTMENT
WRITING: MORPHOLOGY

 MORPHEME

The term morpheme is the smallest unit of a word with meaning. That meaning is how language conveys messages. Morphemes are more than just letters. When a number of letters are put together into a word part that now has meaning, then you have a morpheme. Morphology studies how these units of meaning, or word parts, can be arranged in a language.All words, since they have meaning, have at least 1 morpheme, but a word can have several morphemes. For example, the word “cat” has just one morpheme but the word “cats” has 2, as the -s denotes plurality. In this case, we consider “cat” the root of the word and the -s a suffix.
Examples

Let's illustrate the role of morphemes through some examples. Look at the following list of words:

· Firehouse

· Doghouse

· Bathroom

· Chairlift

Each of these words has several phonemes, or distinct sounds. Firehouse begins with an -f sound and ends with the -s sound. However, those sounds alone don't have meaning. Breaking the first word into smaller parts shows the morphemes fire and house. These are morphemes as they contain inherent meaning. Fire means bright light, heat, and smoke, while house means a dwelling for human beings. Putting these together creates a completely new word.

The other examples in that list work the same way. Two morphemes, or meaningful elements, are put together in order to form a totally new word. Think of morphemes as the pieces that come together to build a language, just like the pieces of a house. You may have a bunch of pieces of wood (letters), but you don't get a wall (morphemes) until you start nailing them together. Then when all the walls are together, you finally have a complete house, or in language, a meaningful sentence.

Bound vs. Free Morphemes

An important aspect of morphology is how morphemes connect. This is where bound and free morphemes come in. A bound morpheme is one that must be attached to another morpheme in order to form a word. On the other hand, a free morpheme can stand as an independent word. Look at this list of words:

· Runs

· Joyous

· Unsightly

· Rerun

Each of these words has more than one morpheme; however, some of the morphemes are bound and some are free. Look at the first word. The base word is run, which is a morpheme, meaning moving faster than a walk. What about the -s then? It is more than a phoneme because it contains meaning. Attached to a verb, the -s indicates the third-person singular present tense. Even though it's just one letter, it has inherent meaning and so is a morpheme.

Now look at the second word. By now you should realize joy is a free morpheme, since it can stand alone and has meaning. The -ous is a suffix that changes the noun into an adjective. This means that -ous is also a bound morpheme. Remember, a suffix is a word part added to the end of a word. Prefixes, or word parts added to the beginning of words, are also morphemes. The final two words in this list contain the prefixes un- and re-, which are bound morphemes. All prefixes and suffixes are bound morphemes. 
Some words can have more than 1 root, such as “backpack” (back+pack); you can add the plural s to this and get 3 morphemes: “backpacks.”
Some words can have several prefixes and suffixes, such as “disentangled.” Here the root morpheme is the word “tangle,” while there are 2 prefixes (“dis-” and “en-” ) as well as a suffix (“ed” —note that the e is dropped as “tangle” already ends with an e).
Activity
Free and Bound Morphemes
List the the number of morphemes in each word below, and state whether each morpheme is free (F) or bound (B).
1. Creating

2. Unhealthy

3. Waiter

4. Wastage

5. Reconsider

6. Poetic

7. Keys

8. Unemployment

9. Resettled

10. Jumping

11. 
