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8.  System in Inflection:  Paradigm Structure      
 

 key concepts: 

 •  hierarchies of categories 
 •  subsets among terms 
 •  asymmetry of contrasts:  markedness  
 •  inflection class diversity, reined in through Kennformen and  
  Paradigm Structure Conditions  
 

 

http://tigergrunts.wordpress.com/category/paradigma-educacion/
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8.1. Presenting paradigms 
  

Definition:   
 

 •  a PARADIGM is the set of inflectional forms of a lexeme; 
 

 •  with each form identified as to the categories and terms it    
 expresses; 
 

•  and with structural relations among the set of forms and its 
relevant subsets defined and revealed (through the geometry of 
arranging forms in 1/2/3/...-dimensional space or through 
equivalent representations, such as hierarchically ranked and 
perhaps underspecified features);  

 

•  serving as an “example” or model for the inflection of other 
lexemes of the relevant word class, though not necessarily of all 
of them. 
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Are there paradigms (or something like it) only in inflection?   
Or in derivation, too? 
 

An example of a possible derivational paradigm, from Italian:  

  noun  adjective 
basic form libro         ‘book’   povero              ‘poor’ 
DIMINUTIVE libr-etto   pover-etto/-ino 
AUGMENTATIVE libr-one   pover-accio 
 

Paradigmatic systems in derivation would thus consist of a basic 
form and one or several lexemes derived from it (of the same or 
different word classes), with the derived lexemes belonging to one 
and the same semantic domain – like here, where diminutive 
(smallness, endearment) and augmentative (large size, pejorative) can 
both be subsumed under the heading of “subjective evaluation”. 
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However:  In inflection, paradigmatic systems are usually more 
complex and better structured, and, differing from word formation, 
there are rules of syntax which are interacting with these systems 
and are indeed shaping them for their own purposes. 
 
The structure of such systems is now our subject. 
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Let us illustrate from a language sometimes wrongly called “dead” 
(it lives on in its descendants, the modern Romance languages):   
 

In Latin, nouns inflect for the categories of NUMBER and CASE,  
where number is realised by 2 terms, namely SINGULAR and 
PLURAL, and case is realised by 6 terms, namely VOCATIVE, 
NOMINATIVE, ACCUSATIVE, ABLATIVE, DATIVE, GENITIVE.   
(Some nouns in addition have a separate LOCATIVE:  e.g., do:mi: ‘at 
home’, later replaced by the dative.) 
 

(Are these arbitrary labels or telling names?  What could they be 
telling us?  Something about the use of the cases so called?   
A “calling case”, “naming case”, “accusing case”, “giving case”, 
“where-from case”, “case of origin”?  Why not just number the 
terms:  1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th case?  But which case is to come 
first, second, ...?  For number, the term names are obviously telling 
and appropriate:  Singular = “Einzahl”, plural = “Mehrzahl”.)   
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What competent speakers of Latin had to be able to do 
 

(without bothering about the terminology invented by school teachers and 
learned grammarians:  these linguistic abilities are naturally, though not 
always without difficulties, picked up in untutored language acquisition): 
 

☞ to correctly express each number and each case of each Latin  
  noun in their vocabulary    
  (= morphological know-how) 
 

What they had to be able to do, too, since inflections exist not an 
und für sich, but for syntactic purposes: 
 

☞ to correctly use each case and each number of a noun in all   
  syntactic constructions their grammar allowed them to construct  
  (= syntactic know-how) 
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First Form Latin Grammar Wall Charts  

After mastering First Form, the student will have a solid grasp on the six indicative active tenses of the first two verb 
conjugations, five noun declensions, first and second declension adjectives, and 185 vocabulary words.  Availability: 
Out of Stock. 
http://www.canadianhomeeducation.com/products/37685-first-form-latin-grammar-wall-charts.aspx 
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•  First, morphological know-how.   
 

If you want to inflect the Latin noun manus ‘hand’ (and words for 
referring to body parts are in common use, hence will be learnt 
early), this is the knowledge that you need – with the relevant 
information here laid out in the form of a table, a matrix with 2 
columns and 6 lines, as familiar from grammar books: 
 

    SG    PL 
VOC  manus   manu:s 
NOM  manus   manu:s 
ACC  manum   manu:s 
ABL  manu:   manibus 
DAT  manui:   manibus 
GEN  manu:s   manuum 
 
 

(A colon shows vowel length.) 
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Not only does the table list all inflectional forms of this noun; 
through the category labels over both columns (for the terms of the 
category of number) and to the left of each line (for the terms of 
the category of case), each single inflectional form in the 12 cells 
of this table is unambiguously identified:  manui: is the dative 
singular (or singular dative) of the lexeme MANUS ‘hand’, 
manuum its genitive plural, etc.  
 
 
 

 

 

 



Plank, Morphology I:  8. Paradigm Structure  10 

  

But why did we (and previous generations of writers of grammar 
books) arrange the forms and terms and categories as we did on p8? 
 

Everything about the arrangement – other than the correct matching 
of forms with their terms and categories – seems arbitrary, and any 
conceivable other arrangement could seem equally good, as long as 
each inflectional form is (i) listed and is (ii) unambiguously 
identified as to which term of which category it expresses. 
 

 

Well, the set of forms has got to be ordered somehow – on the pages 
of a published grammar or in the mental grammars of speakers of 
the language.  (And we won’t speculate how systems of inflections 
would be represented in the brain;  some sort of association network 
is a possibility.) 
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We could turn the table by 90 degrees, with the lines now columns 
and the columns now lines – requiring more horizontal but less 
vertical space on the printed page (which may be a practical 
consideration when you need to get as many paradigms as possible 
onto a page in a book, or into one chunk of information in long-term 
memory): 
 

 GEN DAT ABL ACC NOM VOC 

SG manu:s manui: manu: manum manus manus 

PL manuum manibus manibus manu:s manu:s manu:s 
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We could re-order the lines among one another and/or the columns 
among one another, in whatever way we please. 
   

Here the lines of the original table are re-ordered, giving the cases in 
an order that is perhaps more familiar for readers of grammar books 
in Germany (where the genitive, or Wes-Fall, is usually second, 
while elsewhere the Wen-Fall tends to come right after/below the 
Wer-Fall);  and we also switch the columns, with plural now left and 
singular right:  
 

    PL    SG 
NOM  manu:s   manus    1. Fall 
GEN  manuum  manu:s    2. Fall 
DAT  manibus  manui:    3. Fall 
ACC  manu:s   manum    4. Fall 
ABL  manibus  manu:    5. Fall 
VOC  manu:s   manus    6. Fall 
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We could also list the contents of the 12 cells one after the other,  
in any conceivable order and direction, in a one-dimensional array 
rather than a two-dimensional matrix;   
as long as category and term of each form are unambiguously 
identified, this is all the information that is required for the syntactic 
use of the forms concerned:   
 

ABL.PL manibus, ACC.SG manum, GEN.SG manu:s, NOM.SG manus, 
DAT.PL manibus, GEN.PL manuum, ...  

 

For 12 inflectional forms, there are exactly 12! = 1x2x3x4x5x6x7 
x8x9x10x11x12 = 479,001,600 alternative sequences (factorial 
operation, to refresh your mathematics).   
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Add this figure to the possibilities of two- or perhaps three-
dimensional arrangements, and you truly wonder how grammarians 
have ever managed to select one arrangement as being preferable to 
all other and what can possibly have motivated their decision.   
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Whichever of the many millions of possible arrangement a 
grammarian opts for, s/he could and should be a bit more informative 
and also morphologically segment the forms in the cells – like this, 
staying with the original two-dimensional matrix arrangement: 
  
    SG     PL 
VOC  man-u-s   man-u-:s 
NOM  man-u-s   man-u-:s 
ACC  man-u-m   man-u-:s 
ABL  man-u-:   man-i-bus 
DAT  man-u-i:   man-i-bus 
GEN  man-u-:s   man-u-um 
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As analysed here, such Latin nouns have a tripartite morphological 
structure:  they consist of a stem, followed by a theme vowel 
marking the declension class (here -u, 4th declension, but replaced 
by -i in DAT and ABL.PL), followed by the ending for jointly case and 
number. 
 

The morphological segmentations, though uncontroversial in 
principle, may present problems of detail, especially concerning the 
theme vowel.  But then, this is where Classical Latin inflection just 
is not a model of morphological transparency and regularity. 
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There is one important observation has so far been ignored:   
not all 12 cells are filled by separate forms;  there are only 7 distinct 
forms. 
 

For the lexeme MANUS, four categorial meanings have expressions 
all of their own, not shared with other meanings:  
 

ACC.SG          man-u-m 
ABL.SG          man-u-u 
DAT.SG          man-u-i: 
GEN.PL          man-u-um 
 

But the following cases and numbers formally coincide – a pattern 
known as syncretism, neutralisation, or homonymy: 
 

VOC.SG = NOM.SG       man-u-s 
VOC.PL = NOM.PL = ACC.PL = GEN.SG  man-u-:s 
ABL.PL = DAT.PL       man-i-bus 



Plank, Morphology I:  8. Paradigm Structure  18 

  

Such syncretisms have the effect of reducing the number of forms 
that need to be memorised – from 12 to 7 in the case of Latin 
MANUS. 
 

But such formal economising comes at a cost for the learner: 
S/he needs to memorise fewer forms, but which particular categorial 
distinctions stand to benefit from being neutralised? 
As it happens, it is VOC.SG and NOM.SG, but not VOC.SG and GEN.PL, 
etc. 
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At this point the question arises why paradigmatic distinctions are 
set up in the first place even when there are no formal contrasts. 
Wouldn’t it be simpler to recognise paradigmatic distinctions only 
if there are formal contrasts – as in this down-sized remodelling of 
the paradigm of MANUS?  
 

    SG     PL 
VOC-NOM man-u-s   man-u-:s VOC-NOM-ACC  
ACC  man-u-m   man-i-bus ABL-DAT      
ABL  man-u-:   man-u-um GEN 
DAT  man-u-i:         
GEN  man-u-:s    
 

Actually, taking parsimony to the extreme, man-u-:s should only be 
allowed a single cell, to be labelled, rather laboriously, GEN.SG-VOC-
NOM-ACC.PL.  But that would interfere with the otherwise neat divide 
between the singular and plural subsets.  
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That is not what morphologists usually do:  they prefer orderly 
paradigmatic uniformity even if this is at the expense of parsimony.  
 

Accordingly, there should be the same paradigmatic distinctions (for 
case) in the two number columns, and the same paradigmatic 
distinctions (for number) in the six case lines – regardless of whether 
or not a distinction is recognised through a formal contrast.   
And there should be the same paradigmatic distinctions in the 
paradigm of each noun, and perhaps of each other word inflecting for 
number and case, too – again, regardless of whether or not 
distinctions are recognised through formal contrasts in parallel. 
 
The motivation for valuing uniformity higher than parsimony is as 
follows. 
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Morphological and syntactic know-how are (plausibly) seen as 
being mutually dependent.  (Not just for grammar writers, but in the 
mental grammars of the speakers of Latin and similar languages.) 
 

It is considered good practice in this partnership to keep the rules for 
using inflections in their appropriate syntactic contexts (= syntactic 
know-how) maximally general and simple, while the inflectional 
paradigms as such (= morphological know-how) can be particular 
and complex. 
 

For example (and to simplify as usual), there should be just one rule 
for assigning an accusative case to nouns in the syntactic relation of 
a direct object, regardless of whether a particular noun or a 
particular subpart of its inflectional paradigm actually has an 
accusative distinct from all other cases or a different, more 
comprehensive case subsuming accusative.   
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Thus, in the parsimonious paradigm for MANUS on p18, such a 
syntactic rule of ACC assignment would only work for the singular;  
for the plural there strictly speaking is no ACC, but a different case 
here called VOC-NOM-ACC, and to assign that case, a different 
syntactic rule would be needed – assign VOC-NOM-ACC to plural 
forms of nouns like MANUS when these are used (i) for addressing, 
(ii) as subjects, and (iii) as direct objects.  
 

For other nouns, such as bell-u-m ‘war’, where NOM and ACC are 
syncretic also in the singular (see below, survey table on p27), 
parsimoniously interpreted a NOM-ACC, the ACC assignment rule for 
MANUS wouldn’t work, either;  since BELLUM-type nouns strictly 
speaking lack an ACC, they would require a rule of NOM-ACC 
assignment – assign NOM-ACC to nouns such as BELLUM when 
these are used (i) as subjects and (ii) as direct objects, in both 
singular and plural.     
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With generality thus reserved for syntax and particularity consigned 
to morphology, it follows that the richest system of inflectional 
distinctions that emerges from the conspectus of all inflecting words 
of a word class will be applied to all words of that class, regardless 
of whether they themselves formally recognise all these inflectional 
distinctions or syncretise them. 
 

It is only if the paradigmatic distinctions are the same for all words 
of a word class and for all subsections of paradigms, regardless of 
whether or not the actual formal distinctions are the same, that the 
syntactic rules dealing with the use of inflected forms can be stated 
in a general and simple manner. 
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Homework: 
 

Ascertain how verb inflection is set out in several grammars of English.   
 

With three verbs as models, here are “maximalist” (partial) paradigms;  defend 
them or argue for simpler paradigms.  Moods (indicative, subjunctive, imperative) 
as well as non-finite categories (infinitive, participle I and II, gerund) are omitted:  
if you seek a bigger challenge, include them.  
 
TENSE  PRESENT     PAST     
NUMBER  SINGULAR PLURAL  SINGULAR PLURAL  
PERSON 1 look   look   looked  looked 
   2 look   look   looked  looked 
   3 looks   look   looked  looked 
 

PERSON 1 see   see   saw   saw 
   2 see   see   saw   saw 
   3 sees   see   saw   saw 
 

PERSON 1 am   are   was   were 
   2 are   are   were  were 
   3 is    are   was   were 
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Now that we have justified the setting up of non-parsimonious 
paradigms where certain categorial distinctions will be formally 
neutralised, we can address the next problem for the learner of 
Latin:  In order to be able to inflect more Latin nouns than just this 
single one, MANUS, s/he will have to learn more.  Manus ‘hand’ 
does not serve as an example/model for all nouns of Latin! 
 

Some nouns inflect for case and number exactly like manus ‘hand’ 
(which is a feminine noun:  a noun’s gender shows not so much in 
the way a noun itself inflects, but in the agreement of adjectives and 
certain other words with a noun), e.g., fructus ‘fruit’ (a masculine):  
that is, they choose the same exponents for each combination of 
case and number terms as manus does. 
 

Some further nouns inflect almost exactly like manus, e.g., cornu: 
‘horn’ (neuter gender) – except here VOC.SG and NOM.SG do not 
have -s, but -: (lengthening of final vowel), ACC.SG has no -m, but 
also -:, and NOM.PL and ACC.PL have no -:s, but -a.   



Plank, Morphology I:  8. Paradigm Structure  26 

  

Many other nouns (of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 5th declension) inflect 
even more differently, e.g., me:nsa ‘table’, 1st declension, feminine. 
 

    SG     PL 
VOC  me:ns-a-Ø   me:ns-a-i: 
NOM  me:ns-a-Ø   me:ns-a-i: 
ACC  me:ns-a-m   me:ns-a-:s 
ABL  me:ns-a-:   me:ns(-a)-is 
DAT  me:ns-a-i:   me:ns(-a)-is  
GEN  me:ns-a-i:   me:ns-a-rum 
 

•  where me:nsa goes like manus: 
ACC.SG -m;  ABL.SG -:;  DAT.SG -i:;  ACC.PL -:s.  
 

•  where me:nsa is unlike manus: 
VOC.SG and NOM.SG -Ø (vs. -s);  GEN.SG -i: (vs. -:s);   
VOC.PL and NOM.PL -i: (vs. -:s);  ABL.PL and DAT.PL -is (vs. -bus);  
GEN.PL -rum (vs. -um). 
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The following table (from Plank, Paradigms, p. 9) collects all different 
ways of expressing case and number for nouns in Latin. 
 

We distinguish 11 paradigms, “examples” or “models”, of noun 
inflection, all different from one another at least minimally. 
Most different from one another are the leftmost declension on top 
(1st declension, only feminines) and the rightmost declension below 
(3rd declension, subclass b, only neuters).  
Ordered in between are the declensions that are most similar to their 
respective left-hand and right-hand neighbour columns. 
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All in all, the noun inflection of Latin can’t have been easy to master, 
then.   
 

How about other languages?  Take Turkish, of the Altaic family.  
As far as noun inflection is concerned, Turkish is much simpler. 
 
(Regardless of whether or not overall grammatical and lexical 
complexity is about the same for all languages, languages can differ 
hugely in how complex or simple they are in particular subsystems.  
Simplest in regard to noun inflection is, for example, Vietnamese:  
it doesn’t have any.) 
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•  First, all Turkish nouns inflect essentially the same;  
morphologically speaking, there is only a single paradigm. 
 

It is really only Turkish phonology which creates some diversity of 
the vowels of suffixes (“vowel harmony”), but this is completely 
regular, too:  stem vowel back/front, suffix vowel correspondingly 
back/front too (palatal harmony);  stem vowel unrounded/rounded, 
suffix vowels likewise unrounded/rounded-close or unrounded-open 
(labial harmony).  
 

       http://www.cromwell-intl.com/turkish/pictures/turkish-vowels-1.png                  
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•  Second, to express exactly as many categorial distinctions as in 
Latin (2 numbers, 6 cases), Turkish only needs 8 (2 + 6) forms, 
rather than maximally 12 (2 x 6 cells in the paradigm) as in Latin. 
 

The reason is that Turkish expresses number and case separately 
(hence addition), with number (plural) coming right after the stem 
and case at the right word edge, whereas Latin cumulates these two 
categories in a single exponent that is not further segmentable 
(hence multiplication). 
 

Even more economically, Turkish leaves one number (singular) and 
one case (nominative, also called absolutive) formally unexpressed 
for all nouns;  hence there are only 1 number and 5 case suffixes,  
= 6, to be memorised in order to express as many as 12 categorial 
distinctions. 
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Since the system as such is so economical, there is no such urgent 
need to economise through saving on distinct forms, by deploying 
some forms in more than one function.  In actual fact, while Latin 
noun inflection is rife with syncretisms, that of Turkish doesn’t 
know any.  

      
      Der vollkommene und schnelle türkische Selbstlehrer                      http://books.google.de/books/about/Der_vollkommene_und_schnelle_t%C3%BCrkische.html?id=uTxbAAAAQAAJ&redir_esc=y 
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Here now are the actual number- and case-inflected forms of Turkish 
nouns, illustrated with el ‘hand’ and adam ‘man, Mensch’, differing 
phonologically (vowel harmony), but not morphologically. 

 

 SG PL SG PL 

NOM el el-ler adam adam-lar 

ACC el-i el-ler-i adam-ı adam-lar-ı 

GEN el-in el-ler-in adam-ın adam-lar-ın 

DAT el-e el-ler-e adam-a adam-lar-a 

LOC el-de el-ler-de adam-da adam-lar-da 

ABL el-den el-ler-den adam-dan adam-lar-dan 
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The names of cases are essentially the same in Turkish (here no 
vocative, though) as in Latin (here no locative, or only limited to a 
very few nouns).   
 
The uses of cases (more important than their names) are similar, 
too, but not identical:  for example, in Turkish the nominative 
(sometimes also called “absolute” or “absolutive”) is not only used 
for subjects, but also for some direct objects, namely those whose 
reference is non-specific;  the accusative is only used for direct 
objects with specific reference.  But this is syntax. 
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In addition to number and case, Turkish nouns also inflect for 
POSSESSION:  person and number of the possessor, as expressed by 
possessive pronouns in languages like Latin or English (my, our, 
your, ...), are indicated by suffixes in Turkish.   
(Table from Plank, Paradigms, p. 2.) 
 
 



Plank, Morphology I:  8. Paradigm Structure  36 

  

But setting out the inflectional forms in such a massive table which 
barely fits on a page is really too much of an effort.   
It suffices, and is just as informative, (i) to just give the word 
template and (ii) to enumerate and identify the individual number 
and case (and possessor) suffixes: 
 

(i)  Stem(–Possessor)–Number–Case 
 

(ii)  Possessor ... 
   Number SG -Ø (or is there no SG at all, rather than SG  
      being expressed through -Ø?), PL -lEr; 
   Case  NOM -Ø (or is there no NOM?), ACC -I, GEN -In, 
      DAT -E, LOC -dE, ABL -dEn. 
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However simple such mere enumerations, there is an ordering here:  
there is a first form, then a second, and eventually the last.  
Trivially, the second is closer to the first, its immediate neighbour, 
than is the third, its more distant neighbour, etc.  
 

In the rows and lines of two-dimensional matrices – as in the 
paradigms of Latin noun inflection – the ordering principles are 
similar, if more complex:  forms are ordered from top to bottom and 
from left to right;  cells have horizontal as well as vertical 
neighbours, and perhaps diagonal ones, too. 
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The question now is this:  Is the arrangement of inflectional forms 
as given on paper, in traditional as well as modern grammar books, 
purely conventional, and would different conventions have served 
their purpose just as well?  
 

The answer is no:  such ordering is not as arbitrary as it might seem, 
but reveals deeper structural regularities of inflectional systems. 
To these we now turn. 

                                                                  

Roman Jakobson, Beitrag zur allgemeinen Kasuslehre, 1936                   Louis Hjelmslev, La catégorie des cas, 1935 
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8.2. Contrastive hierarchies among categories 
 

Readers read a page from left to right and from top to bottom  
– which of course are also the directions in which the Latin script 
guides the writer.  Not all scripts do:  some run from top to bottom 
first and then left to right;  others are written from right to left and 
from top to bottom;  yet others can alternate the horizontal direction 
from line to line (like oxen ploughing a field, “boustrophedon” in 
Greek).   
 

Still, top-to-bottom and left-to-right is the default mode for visual 
scanning, especially of pictures or real objects which are of a size 
commensurate with that of the human onlooker (whose eyes are 
above, in the head, not below, in the toes).  
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Thus, with above perceptually dominant over below, columns are 
perceived as dominant over lines in a two-dimensional matrix:   
the headings of columns are taken in first, before the gaze moves 
down over the lines. 
 

Arranging the inflectional paradigm of MANUS as in (i) suggests 
that number is the dominant category, while arrangement (ii) 
suggests that case is dominant over number.    
 

http://www.harvardsquarelibrary.org/HarvardPressBooks/images/images-politics-law/dominance.jpg    
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(i) 
   SG   PL 
VOC  manus  manu:s 
NOM manus  manu:s 
ACC  manum  manu:s 
ABL  manu:  manibus 
DAT  manui:  manibus 
GEN  manu:s  manuum 
 
 
(ii) 
 GEN DAT ABL ACC NOM VOC 
SG manu:s manui: manu: manum manus manus 
PL manuum manibus manibus manu:s manu:s manu:s 
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Which assumption about dominance is right, and which 
representation therefore more appropriate? 
 

Dominance means a category has some kind of priority in the 
inflectional system.  What is the evidence that of two (or more) 
categories which a word inflects for one is dominant over the 
other(s), rather than the categories concerned being equal partners? 
 

One kind of evidence are the patterns of syncretism:   
the contrasts for those categories which have priority will more 
strongly want to be formally recognised, and will more strongly 
resist formal non-distinction, than non-prioritised categories. 
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For MANUS, the syncretism pattern is not symmetric:   
there are more syncretisms of case within a number than syncretisms 
of number within a case.  (See the colour-coding in (i) on p39.)   
 

In the singular VOC = NOM, in the plural VOC = NOM = ACC and DAT 
= ABL.  For not a single case are SG and PL identical.   
It is only when cases are different that SG and PL coincide:  
GEN.SG = VOC/NOM/ACC.PL, which is a diagonal syncretism. 
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In the other paradigms, as assembled above in the overall table (p. 9 
from Plank, Paradigms), the asymmetry is essentially the same, and we 
can therefore generalise for Latin: 
 

Formal case distinctions are more vulnerable than number 
distinctions in Latin noun inflection.   
On this evidence of asymmetric distributions of syncretisms, 
number is paradigmatically dominant over case. 
 

This asymmetry can be modelled – so that every grammar reader is 
bound to see it – through arranging paradigms with numbers as 
columns and cases as lines, as in (i) on p39. 
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Turkish has syncretisms for neither case nor number.   
 

But there is a difference in the ordering of these two inflectional 
categories in the word template:   
number is closer to the stem and case is closer to the word edge. 
 

And Turkish is not unique:  many other languages which have 
separate exponents for number and case likewise express number 
closer to stem and case closer to word edge, and the reverse 
ordering is exceedingly rare. 
 

The structural manifestation of the dominance of number over case 
in these languages, thus, consists in greater closeness to the stem. 
 

Among the influences on the ordering of morphemes in word 
templates we have previously mentioned “relevance”:  it would 
seem plausible that inflectional categories with greater relevance for 
the stem will also be paradigmatically dominant over less relevant 
categories. 
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Also, morphological age has been shown to play a role for ordering: 
old morphology will be word-internal, close to the stem, while new 
morphology will be added (“univerbated”) at word edges.  
  

Thus, the association here is between paradigmatically dominant 
and old:  dominant categories will be historically more robustly 
entrenched, more persistent over time and therefore less likely to 
need to be newly morphologised. 
 
Furthermore, dominant categories – historically more robustly 
entrenched and more persistent over time – will therefore be more 
common across languages:  lots of languages inflect their nouns for 
case, but even more inflect them for number, and whenever a 
language inflects its nouns for case, it will also inflect them for 
number, but not the other way round.       
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Given that number is dominant over case, on the evidence of 
patterns of syncretism (in languages like Latin) and of relative 
ordering (in languages like Turkish), the explanatory question is 
WHY? 
 

It could be because number is a referential category (to do with 
quantification, which is semantics), while case is a relational 
category (encoding the relations of noun phrases in clauses, which 
is, mostly, syntax).   
 

But then, there are languages where nouns also inflect for case and 
number, and on the contrary case would seem to be dominant over 
number, on the evidence of syncretism patterns (affecting number 
rather than case distinctions).  
  

A hard nut, too hard for Morphology I ...   
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Homework: 
 

What are the categories of (finite) verb inflection in German? 
Answer:  Tense, Mood, Person (of subject), Number (of subject). 
What are the dominance relations among these categories? 
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http://www.brampton.ca/en/residents/Community-Centres/Pages/Neighbours-Neighbourhoods.aspx          http://www.fotocommunity.de/pc/pc/display/28675926 
 

The Good Neighbour Doorknob Hangers       http://con.ca/news/5515 
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8.3. Natural classes of terms 
 

Dominance is a relationship between two or more categories 
involved in the inflection of particular classes of words.   
What about relationships among the terms of individual categories?   
 

Do cases, to stay with this category, form some kind of a system, 
with different affinities among different cases and with some cases 
thus forming natural subclasses, or are they a set without any 
internal structure?   
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To look again at syncretism (although syncretism is not the only 
relevant formal pattern one would have to look at), we frequently 
see inequalities:  some terms of categories such as case are more 
vulnerable to syncretism than others. 
   

Sometimes a case distinction is syncretised only very occasionally, 
with only one or the other subclass of noun;  but sometimes 
particular case distinctions are syncretised rather systematically, 
across several or indeed all subclasses of nouns.   
 

In the paradigm of MANUS (check the overall table on p27), 
vocative and nominative are syncretised in singular as well as 
plural, and they are joined by the accusative in the plural;  ablative 
and dative are syncretised in the plural;  further, genitive singular 
coincides with vocative, nominative, accusative plural.   
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Now, VOC=NOM=ACC and ABL=DAT syncretisms recur in many 
other paradigms, ABL=DAT in fact in the plural of all paradigms;  
but GEN.SG=VOC/NOM/ACC.PL is rare.  
 

The former syncretisms, thus, are systematic, while the latter is 
accidental. 
 

Arranging paradigms in columns and lines allow us to model such 
patterns, and to define constraints on what are possible systematic 
syncretisms.   
 

The way we set out the paradigm of MANUS in (i) on p39, the 
cases affected by syncretism are vertical neighbours. 
   

In the alternative ordering of cases on p12 (NOM – GEN – DAT – ACC 
– ABL – VOC), those cases which share forms are interrupted by 
others with whom they do not share forms. 
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The gain of syncretism for learners is that fewer forms have to be 
memorised;  these learners will be even happier if they can tell from 
the arrangement of paradigms (in grammar books or their mental 
grammars) precisely which categorial contrasts can and cannot be 
syncretised:  only neighbours can.   
 

 

 
   http://www.mathworks.com/matlabcentral/fileexchange/19997-neural-network-for-pattern-recognition-tutorial 
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The general principle is that syncretism needs to be licensed by 
neighbourhood in paradigms (vertical, horizontal, perhaps 
diagonal):   
 

to qualify as candidates for formal non-distinction, terms must 
be close to one another in paradigmatic structure.  
 

Among the possible motivations for the closeness in paradigm 
arrangement we mention affinities among their meanings (the 
paradigmatic analogue to the principle for arranging words in 
thesaurus-type dictionaries).  
  

Thus, NOM and ACC are “grammatical”, clause-level cases, DAT and 
ABL are more “semantic” clause-level cases, GEN is a phrase- and 
clause-level case. 
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This neighbourhood condition will be a powerful constraint on the 
possible diversity of (systematic) syncretisms in a language only in 
conjunction with another constraint on paradigms:  
  

the orderings of terms of the respective categories must be the 
same for all words inflecting for these categories and for all their 
subparadigms (e.g., for singular as well as plural in the case of 
case).   

 

The neighbourhood condition and the uniform ordering condition 
have long been, and promise to remain, lively issues in research on 
paradigms.  
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The geometry of paradigm design is not the only way of modelling 
closeness and distance among terms and subset formation and of 
accounting for regularities like patterns of syncretism.  Very popular 
in many theories of morphology are features.  Such features seek to 
define natural classes among the terms of inflectional categories 
(e.g., ‘direct’ vs. ‘oblique’ cases, with NOM direct and ACC, DAT, GEN 
oblique), and it would then be such natural classes which are 
involved in patterns such as those of syncretism.   
Often such natural classes are co-extensive with groups of 
neighbours;  but there are also groups of neighbours in geometric 
arrangements which cannot be defined through features. 
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Here are two examples:  the distribution of suppletive stems in the 
indicative present of the French verb aller ‘go’, and the distribution 
of the stem extension -isc with Italian verbs such as finire ‘finish’.  
 

 SG   PL      SG    PL 
1 v-ais  all-ons     fin-isc-o  fin-iamo 
2 v-as  all-ez     fin-isc-i  fin-ite 
3 v-a   v-ont     fin-isc-e  fin-isc-ono 
 

It is hard to think of a single feature that would unite 1st, 2nd, 3rd 
person singular and 3rd person plural, to the exclusion of 1st and 2nd 
person plural.  In terms of paradigm arrangement, on the other hand, 
these L-shaped subsets of person and number terms are modelled as 
vertical and horizontal neighbours.   
Such paradigmatic patterns lacking morphemic justification have 
been called “morphomes”. 
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8.4. Asymmetry of contrasts:  Markedness 
 

Where do you begin scanning a paradigm?   First line, left column. 
Which terms do you find in these exposed, perceptually salient 
positions, if a paradigm is well-designed?  Those which are 
unmarked. 
 

Markedness is a fundamental, but many-faceted and not 
uncontroversial kind of asymmetry in morphological, phonological, 
syntactic, and lexical structures.  (Corresponding German terms are, 
well, Markiertheit, but also Merkmalhaftigkeit, the latter 
introduced by Nikolaj Trubetzkoy for phonological purposes in his 
‘Die phonologischen Systeme’ of 1931.  A classic worth re-reading.) 
 

Dutch linguist Aert Kuipers (1970),  http://grammar.about.com/od/mo/g/Markedness.htm     
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What is meant by “unmarked” in the context of paradigm structure? 
 

• those inflectional forms of lexemes which serve as the citation 
forms, and are typically also used as the lexical representative:  
what is ‘hand’ in Latin? – manus (not manibus or any form other 
than NOM.SG);   

 which is the dictionary form of Latin nouns? – NOM.SG;   
 thus, nominative appears to be the unmarked case and singular 

the unmarked number; 
 

• those inflectional terms which require the least formal effort to 
express them – ideally a zero exponent:   

 in Latin, 2nd declension nouns in -er such as magister ‘teacher’ 
and 3rd declension neuter nouns such as nomen ‘name’ have zero 
NOM.SG;  in Turkish NOM.SG never has anything other than zero 
ending for any noun; 
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• those inflectional forms which have the highest frequency:  
 in any sufficiently large and diverse corpus of Latin texts, by far 

the most nouns will occur much more frequently in the singular 
than in the plural and much more frequently in the nominative 
than in any other case; 

 

• those members of oppositions of terms of morphological categories 
which are less specific in their meaning than their opposites: 

 e.g., SG forms can also have plural meaning (The dodo is extinct, 
with the subject noun phrase generically designating all dodos), 
while PL forms have exclusively plural meaning; 

 MASCULINE forms with female reference, but not vice versa  
 (W-er war da? ‘who was there?’, no feminine forms of 

interrogative pronouns available in the first place, cf. definite 
article d-er, d-ie, d-as); 
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• those terms of inflectional categories which are most conducive 
to syncretism of terms of other inflectional categories of the 
same kinds of words: 

 as seen above in Latin, case distinctions are more frequently 
syncretised in the plural than in the singular:  it is as if plural is 
complex enough (reflecting the cognitive operation of set 
formation from designations of individuals) to discourage 
further distinctions in its company (such as those of case); 

 

• those forms which serve as defaults in case of conflicts or 
uncertainty or indecision:  

 Why is the verb in 3rd person singular form in German 
“impersonal”, subjectless passives (Wurde gerauft? ‘Was there 
fighting?’) or in Latin subjectless active sentences (pluit ‘it is 
raining’)?  
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 – Because there is no subject which the verb could agree with in 
person and number as usual, hence that person and number 
inflection is chosen which is unmarked, 3rd for person and 
singular for number;  or if you prefer a more abstract analysis 
and posit an invisible/inaudible subject, known as an 
“expletive”, then this would be the most meaningless/unmarked 
form of the most meaningless/unmarked word a language can 
provide:  German es or Latin id, pronouns (rather than some 
noun) which are 3rd person (unmarked vis-à-vis 1st and 2nd 
person), singular number (unmarked vis-à-vis plural), and neuter 
gender (unmarked vis-à-vis masculine and feminine).    
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One of the problems with markedness is that these various 
individual asymmetries are not always neatly aligned with one 
another (and there are more than those mentioned here):   
what is unmarked in one sense is not always unmarked in all others.   
 

But that is for Morphology II and III to sort out. 
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8.5. Inflection classes and how to cope with them  
 

Inflection classes are called “declensions” when nouns and 
adjectives have them and “conjugations” when verbs have them. 
But what does it mean to have inflection classes? 
 

Having inflection classes means terms of an inflectional category 
have more than one exponent (i.e., there is allomorphy) and the 
choices among these alternative exponents are lexically conditioned 
(probably with other factors, such as gender, as subsidiary influences 
on these choices), rather than phonologically or semantically. 
 

Thus, to come back to our examples above, Turkish nouns do not 
have inflection classes, but Latin nouns do. 
 

Inflection classes are useless luxury insofar as they are relevant only 
unto themselves – unlike for instance gender classes, which are used 
for agreement.  One wonders why some languages have acquired 
such formal ballast:  but we leave this question to historical linguists. 
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Homework puzzle 
 
Do German nouns have declensions?  English nouns?   
Is there an important difference between these two languages? 
 
These five plural forms of the German noun Vergissmeinnicht ‘forget-me-
not’, a flowering plant, are found attested: 
 

 PL -Ø: Zwei blaue Vergissmeinnicht  [film title] 
    two blue forget-me-not-PL 
 PL -e: Vergissmeinnichte sind ein-, zweijährige oder ausdauernde,  
    meist relativ kleine Kräuter 
    forget-me-not-PL are annual, biennial or perennial,  
    mostly relatively small herbs  
 PL -s: die Vergissmeinnichts bleiben fast unverändert   
    the forget-me-not-PL remain almost unchanged 
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 PL -er: ein schönes Meer von Vergissmeinnichter, oder besser  
    Vergissmeinnichts  [googled;  just one occurrence] 
    a beautiful sea of forget-me-not-PL (without DAT.PL -n!),  
    or better forget-me-not-PL 
 PL -en: damit die Vergissmeinnichten nicht aus lauter Verzweiflung  
    weglaufen können?  [googled;  just two occurrences] 
    so that the forget-me-not-PL can't run away out of complete  
    despair 
 

What exactly is the problem with inflecting such a noun in German, while 
in English the pluralisation of the corresponding, and analogously formed 
noun is totally unproblematic:  forget-me-nots, with PL -s, allomorph [s]?  
Why does it appear to be difficult to decide on a single plural form in 
German – or on any plural(s) that everybody would find totally felicitous? 
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How many inflection classes (declensions) do Latin nouns have? 
Answer:  11 
(See the summary table above, from p. 9 of Plank, Paradigms.) 
 

How many declensions could Latin have? 
The perhaps surprising answer:  easily more than a million. 
(Which is more than it has exically stored nouns.) 
 

This high sum total results from multiplying the numbers of 
alternative (lexically conditioned) exponents for each case-number 
combination with one another: 
3 or 4 alternatives for NOM.SG (-Ø, -s, -m, probably -e) x 3 
alternatives for ACC.SG (-Ø, -m, -e) x ... x 2 or 3 alternatives for 
GEN.PL (-rum, -um, probably -ium). 
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The actual number of declensions is much closer to the theoretical 
minimum than anywhere near the theoretical maximum.   
The theoretical minimum is defined through the number of 
(lexically conditioned) alternative exponents for that term 
combination which itself has the highest number of alternative 
exponents – which in Latin noun inflection is the NOM.SG, with its 
3–4 alternative exponents. 
 

The summary table above counts 11 paradigms, “models”, for Latin 
nouns.  When looking more closely, we find that choices among 
alternative exponents are not always lexically conditioned, but 
phonologically (stem-final segments) or morphologically (in terms 
of gender).  If we are only counting strict lexically conditioned 
alternants, we get the number down to 5 declensions, as 
traditionally recognised in Latin grammars. 
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But what really matters here is to see that theoretically the choice of 
alternative exponents for each single case-number is independent of 
the choice of alternative exponents for each other case-number. 
 

However, actual independence of each individual choice, in a system 
such as that of Latin noun inflection, would present the language 
learner with a challenge virtually impossible to overcome.   
Little wonder, therefore, that real inflectional systems typically show 
dependencies of this kind, which learners will gladly seize on: 
 

If, for any given noun, exponent a3 (instead of a1 or a2) is 
chosen for case-number X, then exponent b2 (instead of b1 

or b3) has to be chosen for case-number Y. 
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These are the actual dependencies (sometimes called “Paradigm 
Structure Conditions”) which keep Latin noun inflection 
manageable. 
 

[See and study the figure on the next page.] 
 

As a learning strategy it is wise to learn precisely those inflectional 
forms of a word which allow predictions for other choices among 
alternatives elsewhere in the paradigm – for such choices which 
therefore do not have to be learnt themselves because they 
automatically follow from other choices.   
Such forms are Kennformen, “characteristic forms” or “principal 
parts”.  
 

Latin school grammars instruct us to learn NOM.SG and GEN.SG for 
each noun:  Are these really the optimal Kennformen? 
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NOM.SG and GEN.SG certainly do not suffice as predictors of 
everything else:  learning to inflect Latin nouns is harder than that, 
because there are more independencies.  NOM.SG and GEN.PL (more 
so than GEN.SG) should certainly figure in the chains of predictions. 
 
 
Homework 
 

What are the Kennformen for German verbs? 
 

geben, gab,  gegeben 
heben, hob, gehoben 
sagen, sagte, gesagt 
INFINITIVE  1st/3rd PERSON INDICATIVE PRETERITE PARTICIPLE II  
 

Are really all other inflectional forms of verbs predictable from these three 
Kennformen? 
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