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Preface

‘Word’ is a cornerstone for the understanding of every language. It is a pronounceable 
phonological unit. It will also have a meaning, and a grammatical characterization—  
a morphological structure and a syntactic function. And it will be an entry in a dic-
tionary and an orthographic item. ‘Word’ has ‘psychological reality’ for speakers, 
enabling them to talk about the meaning of a word, its appropriateness for use in a 
certain social context, and so on. This volume is about ‘word’ in its many guises. It is 
a logical progression from our earlier volume Word: A Cross-linguistic Typology, edited 
by R. M. W. Dixon and Alexandra Y. Aikhenvald (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), incorporating new facts, new insights, and new generalizations.

The volume starts with a typological introduction summarizing the main issues to 
do with ‘word’, with special focus on phonological and grammatical word and on 
their interactions. It is followed by revised versions of papers presented at the 
International Workshop ‘ “Word”: its manifestations and functions’ organized by the 
editors and held at the Language and Culture Research Centre, James Cook University, 
3–4 October 2018. An earlier version of Chapter 1 was circulated to the contributors, 
with a list of issues to be addressed, so as to ensure that the studies of individual lan-
guages within this volume were cast in terms of a common set of parameters. This is 
the tenth monograph in the series Explorations in Linguistic Typology, devoted to vol-
umes from International Workshops organized by the Language and Culture Research 
Centre and its predecessors.

The Workshop and subsequent discussions between the editors and the authors 
were intellectually stimulating, with cross-fertilization of ideas and scholarly debate. 
Each author has undertaken intensive fieldwork and has firsthand in-depth know
ledge of their languages, in addition to experience of working on linguistic typology, 
historical and comparative linguistics, and language contact and areal diffusion. 
The  analysis is uniformly cast in terms of basic linguistic theory—the cumulative 
typological framework which provides the foundation for sound empirically-based 
descriptive and analytic works. We avoid formalisms (which provide restatements 
rather than explanations, and come and go with such frequency that any statement 
made in terms of them is likely to soon become inaccessible).

It is our hope that this volume will further contribute to a consolidated conceptual 
and analytic framework, primarily established in our 2002 volume on ‘Word’. Our 
aim is to cover, and explain, the newly established parameters of variation, opening 
new perspectives on how the unit ‘word’ can be defined.

We are grateful to all the participants in the Workshop and colleagues who took 
part in the discussion, providing feedback on presentations, particularly Firew Girma 
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Worku. We owe a special debt of gratitude to David Ellis, for helping us organize the 
Workshop in a most efficient manner. Brigitta Flick’s and Jolene Overall’s support and 
editorial assistance in preparing the volume were invaluable.

The Workshop was made possible through the Australian Research Council 
Discovery Project ‘The integration of language and society’ (to Aikhenvald, Dixon, 
and Jarkey). We gratefully acknowledge financial assistance from the Division of 
Research and Innovation at James Cook University.

Last but not least, we would like to extend our thanks to Julia Steer and Victoria 
Sunter at Oxford University Press, for their efficiency and support.
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1

The essence of  ‘word’

A L E X A N DR A Y.  A I K H E N VA L D,  R .  M .  W.  DI XON,  
AND NAT H A N M .  W H I T E

1  Setting the scene

‘Word’ is a pivot for every language, providing a bridge between grammar and 
phonology. Any word, from dictionary or discourse, will have a meaning. It will also 
have a grammatical characterization—a morphological structure and a syntactic func-
tion. And it will also have a phonological characterization—a phonotactic make-up 
determining its boundaries, its length, and its other properties as a pronounceable unit.

Numerous linguists have assumed that ‘word’ is a—or ‘the’—basic unit of language 
and of linguistic analysis (a brief history of the notion of word throughout the recent 
history of linguistics and its treatment is in Dixon and Aikhenvald 2002a: 1–10). The 
notion of  ‘word’ covers a number of interrelated concepts. A ‘phonological word’ as a 
minimally pronounceable unit is recognized on phonological criteria. A ‘grammatical 
word’ is recognized on exclusively grammatical—morphological and syntactic—
principles. The study of words and word classes in Yokuts, by Newman (1967: 182–3), 
begins with lists of phonological and grammatical features of  ‘words’, with an explicit 
statement that ‘morphological criteria serve to supplement the phonological features 
for delimiting the unit “word” ’. In the majority of instances, grammatical and phono
logical criteria come together to create ‘word’.

As Dixon (2010b: 2) put it, ‘recent work has shown that the best practice is not to 
try to combine criteria of different types, but to apply them separately and then com-
pare the results’—that is ‘(a) recognize “phonological word”, determined entirely on 
phonological principles, (b) recognize “grammatical word”, determined on exclu-
sively grammatical (that is, morphological and syntactic) principles, (c) compare the 
two units’. In most instances, they will coincide. What Matthews (2002: 275) refers 
to as ‘combined criteria from both grammar and phonology’ will work together. In 
just a minority of instances, one grammatical word will consist of more than one 
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phonological word and/or the other way around. It is incumbent on a grammar 
analyst to bring forth the features of  ‘word’ as a phonological and as a grammatical 
unit (as pointed out in some detail in the recent guide to writing informed grammars, 
Aikhenvald  2015: 73–4, and further discussion in Dixon  2010b: 7–12 and Dixon 
and Aikhenvald 2002a, b). Missing out ‘word’ in any of its senses creates a deficiency 
both in guides to students (for instance, Payne  2006 bypasses the notion of word 
altogether, while Blake 2008 makes just a fleeting mention of  ‘word’ as a dictionary 
entry).

‘Word’ in its phonological sense features in a hierarchy of phonological units, 
established on phonological criteria:

(1) phoneme (> mora) > syllable (> foot) > phonological word > intonation group

Note that it is useful to recognize units ‘mora’ and ‘foot’ for some, but not for all, lan-
guages. Moraicity plays a role in determining restrictions on the minimal length of a 
phonological word—as we will see in §2. In Japanese, mora, rather than syllable, is the 
most salient unit (§2.2.1 of Chapter 3, this volume). Its reality is particularly evident in 
songs, in traditional poetry, and in language games. In contrast, some language games 
in Makary Kotoko (§7 of Chapter 9) involve syllables. The next level, in Japanese, is 
‘foot’ (canonically consisting of two moras, rather than two syllables): its reality is 
evidenced by a number of morphophonological processes, including truncation of 
loan words and hypocoristic formations with the suffix -chan expressing ‘affection 
and endearment’ (examples are in §2.2.3 of Chapter 3).

‘Grammatical word’ features in a hierarchy of grammatical units, established on 
grammatical criteria:

(2) morpheme > grammatical word > phrase > clause > sentence

Grammatical word is the target for syntactic operations. Functions within a clause and 
a sentence are defined in terms of grammatical words and their roles in the overall 
argument structure. Grammatical words may combine to form special idiomatic col-
locations (which can be treated as single dictionary entries: we return to this in §3.2).

Some types of grammatical words—coextensive with phonological words—can 
freely function as complete utterances. One-word utterances in Japanese (§5 of 
Chapter 3) are a feature of very informal speech, with the exception of words in the 
inflecting word classes of verbs and adjectives which often occur as complete utter-
ances on their own, even in polite and formal contexts. To be able to occur as an 
independent utterance in Lao, a unit has to have a stressed syllable, and thus consti-
tute a phonological word. Most enclitics in the language do not have this capacity 
(§4 of Chapter 7). Just about any word can form a whole sentence in Makary Kotoko 
(§6 of Chapter 9).

Different sets of criteria may turn out to be relevant for delineating the properties 
and the extent of a phonological word, and those of a grammatical word, in a given 
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language. As Bazell (1953: 67–8) put it, ‘criteria may be found which are either neces-
sary, or sufficient, but not both’. The relative importance and weighting of criteria will 
vary from one language to the next. The Appendix to this chapter contains a checklist 
of points relevant for fieldworkers investigating phonological and grammatical word 
in different languages.

We now turn to typical properties determining the kinds of  ‘word’.

2  Recognizing phonological and grammatical word: typical criteria

A phonological word is a phonological unit larger than the foot or syllable (in 
some languages it may minimally be just one syllable) which has at least one (and 
generally more than one) phonological defining property chosen from the following 
areas:

(a) Segmental features—these include internal syllabic/moraic and segmental struc-
ture; phonetic realizations in terms of this; word boundary phenomena; and also 
pauses.

For instance, in Manambu, a Ndu language related to Yalaku (Chapter 6 of this 
volume), the labio-dental fricative v appears only word-initially and is thus a token of a 
word-initial position, serving a delimitative function (in the sense of Trubetzkoy 1939). 
A phonological word cannot contain more than one long vowel (Aikhenvald 2008: 
51). In Manambu, as in Chamacoco (§2.1 of Chapter 4), unreleased stops occur only 
word-finally. A phonological word in Chamacoco cannot begin with a rhotic or a 
voiceless liquid, and sequences of identical consonants are restricted to the word-
internal position (§2.2 and §2.4 of Chapter  4). Vowel lengthening in Murui is the 
token of the start of a phonological word (§2 of Chapter 5).

Several segmental features serve a word-delimiting function in Yalaku: these 
include the restriction of the glottal fricative h to just the word-initial position and of 
voiced stops and affricates to the word-medial position, weakening and elision of 
word final vowels, and lenition of the voiceless bilabial p (§3.2 of Chapter 6). In each 
case, word-initial phenomena involve strengthening and fortition, and word-final 
features tend to correlate with lenition and weakening. A comprehensive typology 
of word-initial, word-internal, and word-final phenomena remains a topic for fur-
ther study.

The segmental composition and boundaries of a phonological word can be defined 
in terms of types of moras or syllables. A phonological word in Japanese can end with 
any mora type, except that a word break is not acceptable between the first and the 
second moras of a geminate (§3.2 of Chapter  3). Syllables of CVC type in Yalaku, 
produced as a result of word-final vowel deletion, are indicative of the word-final pos
ition (§3.2 of Chapter 6).

Placement of a pause may be indicative of a phonological word: speakers may 
pause between words but not within a word, as in Japanese (§3 of Chapter 3), Murui 
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(§3.4 of Chapter 5), Hmong (§2.2 of Chapter 8), and Makary Kotoko (§§3 and 8 of 
Chapter 9) (see also Dixon 2010b: 9).1

(b) Prosodic features—stress (or accent) and/or tone assignment; features such as 
nasalization, retroflexion, vowel harmony.

In many languages, a phonological word includes just one syllable with (primary) 
stress, and is recognized in part on this basis (also see Hildebrandt 2015). Primary 
stress is a major criterion for phonological word in Chamacoco, Murui, and Yalaku 
(§3.1 of Chapter 4, §2.2 of Chapter 5, and §3.1 of Chapter 6). The phonological word is 
the domain of the prosodic feature of pitch accent in Japanese, with no more than one 
change in pitch from high to low within a word (§3 of Chapter 3).

Lao has five tones and stress; a stressed syllable will be ‘louder in volume, longer in 
duration, and more expanded in vowel space articulation than a non-stressed sylla-
ble’. Both stress and lexical tone are defining features of a phonological word (§3.4 of 
Chapter 7). In Makary Kotoko, tone assignment defines the boundaries of a phono
logical word (§3 of Chapter 9). In Hmong, a language with seven tones each assigned 
to a syllable, a phonological word is defined by the presence of pragmatic prominence 
on one syllable which shows ‘longer duration, greater relative intensity and a broader 
pitch range’ compared to other syllables. That a phonological word in Hmong is not 
co-extensive with a single syllable is demonstrated by the presence of prominence 
under a number of circumstances (§2.1 of Chapter 8).

A phonological word may include more than one stressed syllable. Their placement 
within the word is then significant for determining the word boundaries. An example 
comes from Yidiñ (§3 of Chapter 2), where stress falls on the first syllable of the word 
and every alternate syllable after that, if the word contains no long vowel; if there is a 
long vowel, stress goes on the first syllable with a long vowel, and every alternate syl-
lable before and after that.

Processes of vowel harmony and of nasal harmony typically operate within a 
phonological word, as is the case in Chamacoco (§§3.2 and 3.3 of Chapter 4). Along 
similar lines, nasal assimilation is a property of a phonological word in numerous 
languages of the Vaupés Linguistic Area in Colombia and Brazil (including East 
Tukanoan languages, Tariana, an Arawak language, and also Hup and Yuhup, 

1  A number of the world’s languages have special pre-pausal forms, that is, segmental features at the end 
of a phonological word preceding a pause. These may include vowel lengthening and lowering, as in a 
number of Semitic languages, such as Biblical Hebrew and Classical Arabic (see Gray 1971: 29, Steuernagel 
1961; a summary in Aikhenvald 1996: 510–1), and in some Nilo-Saharan languages (Firew Girma Worku, 
p.c.). In Bare and Warekena of Xié, two North Arawak languages of the Upper Rio Negro, nasalized vowels 
signal the end of a word, before a pause. In addition, the insertion of a word-final -hV syllable at the end of 
a phonological word in Warekena of Xié indicates the presence of a pause (the vowel V assimilates to the 
final vowel of the phonological word prior to the insertion of the pause marker). The phenomenon of ‘nasal 
pause’ in South American languages was first identified by Rodrigues (1986, 2003) (further examples are in 
Aikhenvald 2012: 116; 1996: 503). Phonetic and phonological correlates of pauses as exponents of word-
boundaries require further cross-linguistic investigation.
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marginal members of the area: see Aikhenvald 2012: 113–15, and references there, in 
addition to a discussion of other languages from Amazonia).

(c) Phonological rules—some rules apply only within a phonological word (e.g. 
internal sandhi rules); others (external sandhi rules) apply specifically across a 
phonological word boundary.

In Yidiñ, the rules of penultimate lengthening and of final syllable deletion apply 
only within one phonological word, to satisfy the requirements of stress assignment 
(but not between different phonological words: §3 of Chapter 2). Similarly, various 
phonological rules of assimilation and segment omission in Jarawara, from the Arawá 
family in southern Amazonia, apply within a verb (§4 of Chapter 2). In Fijian, certain 
vowel sequences appear as diphthongs within a phonological word; they would be 
distinct syllables across a word boundary (§5 of Chapter 2). Voicing of stops and affri-
cates in Yalaku is a feature of a word-internal position (§3.2 of Chapter 6). In some 
varieties of Japanese, the phonetic realization of the phoneme g depends on its pos
ition in the word (see §3.3 of Chapter 3). The rule of rendaku ‘sequential voicing’ of 
obstruents in Japanese occurs within a phonological word, not across word boundar
ies (§3.3 of Chapter 3).

Language-specific restrictions on the length of a minimal phonological word can 
be stated in terms of syllables or in terms of moras. In Manambu (Aikhenvald 2008: 
51), a phonological word tends not to exceed three syllables in length. A minimal 
phonological word in Yalaku consists of a CV or a VC syllable (§3.2 of Chapter 6). In 
Jarawara, Fijian, and Murui, a phonological word has to include at least two moras (a 
monosyllabic word will have to contain a long vowel: §§4 and 5 of Chapter 2 and §2.1 
of Chapter 5). Japanese displays a strong preference for a phonological word to consist 
of more than one mora, with the canonical word containing one or more canonical—
bimoraic—feet (§3 of Chapter 3). A phonological word in Lao consists of at least one 
foot (§3.8 of Chapter 7). Restrictions on the preferred length of a phonological word 
come into play when a grammatical and a phonological word turn out not to be coex-
tensive. We turn to this in §3.

A grammatical word may have as its base one or more lexical roots to which 
morphological processes (compounding, reduplication, shift of stress, change of tone, 
internal change, subtraction, affixation) have applied. Each of these lexical-based words 
has a conventionalized coherence and meaning. Grammatical words may include 
non-lexical items such as pronouns, demonstratives, and articles, and also functional 
markers such as adpositions and conjunctions (see also Dixon  2010b: 12–19 and 
Dixon and Aikhenvald 2002b).

Furthermore, ‘when a grammatical word involves compounding or affixation, its 
component grammatical elements . . . always occur together rather than scattered 
through the clause’ (Dixon 2010b: 14). This is the essence of the criterion of  ‘cohesive-
ness’. The components generally occur in a fixed order. A few exceptions come from 
highly synthetic languages, mostly in Amazonia and Meso-America, which allow 
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variable morpheme ordering, as shown in Aikhenvald (2017), Beck (2008), McFarland 
(2009), Watters (2017), and also Ryan (2010); also see the discussion of Murui in §3.1 
of Chapter 5. For languages where derivational and inflectional processes may be dis-
tinguished, there is a tendency for a word to contain just one inflectional affix per 
word (exceptions come from languages with multiple marking of agreement in gen-
der and noun class). Generally speaking, morphological processes involved in the 
formation of a grammatical word tend to be non-recursive (with some exceptions 
coming from highly synthetic languages of Amazonia).

To identify the boundaries of a grammatical word one needs a good grasp of the 
grammar of a language. In Yidiñ, an Australian language, a lexical root commences a 
grammatical word, which is then continued by one or more optional derivational suf-
fixes plus an obligatory choice from a nominal or verbal inflectional system (§3 of 
Chapter 2). Most grammatical words in Japanese are based on a lexical root that may 
have undergone morphological processes including compounding, reduplication and 
affixation (§4 of Chapter 3).

Verbal and nominal grammatical words tend to differ in terms of the inflectional 
and derivational markers they occur with, and their overall complexity. In Chamacoco, 
a synthetic language from the Zamucoan family, verbs have two prefix positions, and 
nouns have one (Table 4 and §4 of Chapter 4). Murui, a highly synthetic language 
from the Witotoan family, has seventeen suffix positions for a verb and just four for a 
noun (Schemes 1 and 2 in Chapter 5).2 Distinguishing between roots and affixes, and 
between free and bound morphemes is essential for delineating the composition of a 
grammatical word and its boundaries. This task is relatively straightforward for syn-
thetic languages.

What about languages of a highly analytic profile? Both Lao and Hmong have been 
classified as belonging to the ‘isolating’ type, with little in the way of bound morph
ology, and a ‘morpheme-word ratio approaching one’, similar to the majority of other 
languages of mainland Southeast Asia (Enfield  2017,  2019; §9 of Chapter  7). One 
might surmise that every morpheme equals a word. However, this is not quite so.

Unstressed class terms in Lao and Hmong (§5.2.1 of Chapter  7 and §3.4.1 of 
Chapter  8), a few quantifiers and the verbal associative-reciprocal prefix sib- in 
Hmong are closely bound to the root, forming one grammatical unit with it: they can-
not be separated from the root nor used on their own. These facts underscore the 
relevance of the notion of  ‘grammatical word’ in Lao and Hmong, as distinct from a 
phonological word as a minimal pronounceable unit. The presence of bound mor-
phemes in both languages qualifies their treatment as purely isolating—casting doubt 

2  The absence of clear differentiation between grammatical and phonological words and units of other 
levels has led Bickel and Zúñiga (2017) to a lack of clear statements concerning the definition of ‘word’ in 
what they refer to as ‘polysynthetic languages’. No evidence has been produced so far in favour of any dis-
parity between a ‘prosodic’ word (defined based on the placement of accent or tone) and a phonological 
word determined on the basis of segmental features.
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on the linguistic reality of the ‘isolating type’ in morphological typology (cf. 
Payne 2017).

Phonological criteria can play a role in identifying word classes and corresponding 
grammatical words. In Makary Kotoko (§3 of Chapter 9), the occurrence of low toned 
syllabic nasals is restricted to the word-initial position for a small subset of nouns (see 
further examples in Aikhenvald  2015: 87). Phonological and grammatical features 
conspire in providing a holistic view of a ‘word’—whose phonological and gram-
matical boundaries are coextensive. We now turn to the few instances where they are 
not coextensive.

3  When a phonological and a grammatical word do not coincide

In every language, a grammatical and a phonological word coincide in most cases. 
Just in a minority of instances, one grammatical word may consist of more than one 
phonological word, and/or vice-versa.

Three options—specifically addressed in Chapter 2 and summarized in Diagram 1 
in §1 there—are:

	 (a)	 A grammatical word consists of a whole number of phonological words—see 
§3 of Chapter 2, for an analysis of Yidiñ, an Australian language.

	 (b)	 A phonological word consists of a whole number of grammatical words, a rarer 
option, described for Jarawara in §4 of Chapter 2.

	 (c)	 A grammatical word consists of one and a bit phonological words (which 
implies that a phonological word consists of one and a bit grammatical words), 
quite a rare feature, described for Fijian, an Austronesian language, in §5 of 
Chapter 2.

Mismatches between grammatical and phonological word tend to involve redupli-
cation, compounding, affixation, and complex predicates—the topics of §3.1 and §3.2. 
Clitics are morphological units which lack the full set of properties necessary for 
a  phonological word and which form a unit with a phonological word preceding 
or following them. They constitute a further typical instance of mismatch between 
phonological and grammatical word. This is what we turn to in §3.3.

3.1  Reduplication

Reduplication is a well-attested morphological process (Dixon 2010a: 139–40, 2010b: 
14–16; Beck 2017: 341–3 offers an up-to-date categorization of morphological types 
and occurrences of reduplication). Reduplication always results in the creation of a 
single grammatical word (which is what justifies referring to it as a ‘morphological 
process’: Beck 2017: 341). From the viewpoint of phonological wordhood, reduplica-
tion can be of two types:
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	 (I)	 Cohering reduplication3 results in the creation of one grammatical word 
and one phonological word. Within this volume, reduplication of cohering 
type has been described for Japanese (§3.1 of Chapter 3) and Hmong (§1.3.2 of 
Chapter 8).

	 (II)	 Non-cohering reduplication results in the creation of several phono
logical words: the reduplicant will form a separate phonological unit. Then, 
one grammatical word will consist of several phonological words (option (a), 
in Chapter 2). For instance, in Fijian, full reduplication yields one grammatical 
word made up of two phonological words. Within one phonological word, a 
sequence o and i is pronounced as a diphthong, e.g. voi.voi ‘pandanus’. Across 
a boundary between phonological words, each vowel is pronounced separately, 
e.g. ilo.ilo ‘glass’. Within this volume, non-cohering reduplication is described 
for Jarawara (§4 of Chapter 2), Japanese (§3.1 of Chapter 3), Chamacoco (§5.1 
of Chapter 4), and Murui (§3.3 of Chapter 5).

A language may combine two kinds of reduplication, cohering and non-cohering. 
Each will differ in terms of its meanings and applicability. Cohering reduplication in 
Yalaku (§5.1 of Chapter 6) is a feature of nouns, adverbs (verbal modifiers), and verbs, 
but not adjectives. A phonological word containing cohering reduplication has a sin-
gle stress, on the second component. Internal voicing of stops serves as an additional 
indicator that we are dealing with one phonological word. Non-cohering (re)duplica-
tion can involve an adjective, a noun, an adverb, a number word, a free pronoun, and 
a verb root (which would also allow triplication). The resulting form consists of one 
grammatical word and as many phonological words as there are reduplicants. Each 
reduplicant has its own stress, and the word-internal phonological processes do not 
apply. The two types of reduplication contrast with regard to how they apply to nouns 
and to verbs. Cohering reduplication of a verb root produces intensive meaning, as in 
hor-kór- ‘do a lot’, while non-cohering reduplication expresses iteration and repetition 
of an action, e.g. hór hór ‘do many times over’. Cohering reduplication of a noun root 
yields distributive meaning, e.g. kai-gai ‘every house’, and non-coherent reduplication 
implies complete involvement, e.g. kái kái ‘all the houses’.

Lao has two kinds of reduplication. Type A (§5.2.5 of Chapter 7) is cohering, and 
operates on a monosyllable and results in the creation of one phonological word (and 
a disyllabic foot), where the first reduplicant is unstressed and carries no tone. The 
resulting form may have attenuative meaning, as in ñaj1 ‘big’, ñajØ.ñaj1 ‘biggish’. This 
can be considered an instance of  ‘prefixal’ reduplication (Beck 2017: 343), since the 
first syllable is a dependent form. Some instances of cohering reduplication have not-
fully predictable idiosyncratic meanings, e.g. dii3 ‘good’, diØ.dii3 ‘somewhat good, 
properly’. This is consistent with the principle of iconic motivation: the closer the 

3  The terms ‘cohering’ versus ‘non-cohering’ go back to Dixon’s (1977: 90) classification of affixes in 
Yidiñ.
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components, the stronger the conceptual link between them (in accordance with 
Haiman 1980: 814).

Type B reduplication (§6.2 of Chapter 7) is non-cohering and results in the creation 
of a single grammatical word pronounced as two phonological words. The first redu-
plicant is pronounced with tone 2 (high rising pitch contour). In contrast to type A 
reduplication, there are no constraints on the forms that can serve as input to type B 
reduplication (it can operate on a foot or even a whole phrase). The resulting meaning 
is that of intensity, e.g. ñaj1 ‘big’, ñaj2 ñaj1 ‘very big’. The meanings of the forms are 
typically compositional, again, in contrast to type A.

The two types of reduplication have not, so far, been given appropriate attention in 
the literature dealing with the phenomenon. Their co-existence in a single language 
and their potential correlations with the principle of iconic motivation may provide 
further insights into the inner workings of each language.

3.2  Compounding, complex predicates, and affixation

Compounding is a well-known morphological process whereby two (or more) roots 
join together to form one stem and one grammatical word. Noun-noun compounds 
form one phonological word in some languages, including English, Buru, and 
Comaltepec Chinantec (Aikhenvald 2007: 25 and references there; Dixon 2010a: 
138–41), and Japanese (§3.1 of Chapter 3). Nominal and verbal compounds in Hmong 
form one grammatical and one phonological word (§3.4.2 of Chapter 8). In others, 
compounds may consist of more than one phonological word (option (a) in 
Chapter  2). This is what we find in Jarawara (§4 of Chapter  2), Murui (§3.1 of 
Chapter  5), Yalaku (§5.3 of Chapter  6), and, arguably, in Lao (§5.1 of Chapter  7). 
Complex predicates, conjunctions, and one interrogative adverb in Chamacoco com-
prise one grammatical and several phonological words (§5 of Chapter 4); this is in 
contrast to the limited number of nominal compounds which form one word on both 
counts (including the term for ‘word’ in the language: §1.1 of Chapter 4).

Along similar lines, when a noun is incorporated into a verb, the resulting con-
struction results in the creation of one grammatical word (see Aikhenvald  2007: 
11–21, Fortescue et al. 2017; and especially Mithun 1984, for a treatment of lexical com-
pounding as a subtype of noun incorporation). Noun incorporation may produce 
one phonological word, as in Palikur, an Arawak language (Green et al.  2016), or 
several, as in Boumaa Fijian (Dixon 1988: 25, 226).

Echo-compounds consist of two components one of which is an ‘echo alliteration’ 
of the other. This is also known as expressive reduplication and ‘echo-words’. Typical 
examples are similative plurals in Turkish dergi mergi ‘magazines, journals, or 
anything like it’ (cf. dergi ‘journal’), or dismissive sh- echo-words in Yiddish and 
in  English, such as Oedipus-Shmeodipus (see, for instance, Haig  2001: 208–9, 
Southern 2005, and further discussion of alternative terms for this phenomenon in 
§5.2 of Chapter 6). Echo-compounds in Yalaku can be formed on verbs, nouns, and 
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adjectives, with the meaning of complete involvement or complete degree; with some 
nouns it involves similative plural, e.g. káitepa ‘village’, wáitepa.káitepa (echo.village) 
‘villages and things like that’. They form one grammatical and two phonological 
words: each repetition has its own stress and word-internal phonological processes 
do not apply on the boundary between the two components.

Echo-compounds share similarities with what Enfield calls ‘elaborative reduplica-
tion’ in Lao (§6.1.1 of Chapter 7). The technique involves repetition of a noun, with 
vowel mutation: if the vowel of the stressed syllable is a back vowel, the rule is ‘change 
back to front vowel, at the same height’. The meaning is that of  ‘similative plural’, e.g. 
kakhuq1 ‘bucket’, kakhuq1 kakhiq1 ‘buckets and stuff ’. Many roots have idiomatic 
reduplicants which can be considered semi-suppletive, e.g. nam4 ‘water’, nam4 naj2 
‘water and stuff ’.

In contrast to echo-compounds in Yalaku and other languages mentioned in 
§5.2 of Chapter 6, ‘reduplicative pairings’ in Lao do not form a grammatical word, 
in the same way compounds do in the language. The members of the pairs do not 
have to occur adjacent to each other, thus violating the feature of  ‘cohesiveness’ 
necessary for a grammatical word. Some of the pairings are non-compositional—
for instance, hùan2 saan2 (house verandah) ‘house/home’. In this sense, they are 
close  to compounds. Their interruptability shows that they should be best con
sidered fixed multiword expressions—in Enfield’s words, ‘paired elements that 
relate to each other in a way that is similar to English pairs goods and chattels and 
(to all) intents and purposes’ (similar analytical issues have been reported for 
Vietnamese: Schiering et al. 2010: 666; see also Moon 2015 on ‘multi-word’ expres-
sions and idioms in English).

The structure of coordinate compounds and equivalent elaborate expressions in 
Hmong points in the same direction (§3.4.3 of Chapter 8, and Jarkey 2015: 232–7 for a 
discussion of elaborate expressions, traditionally referred to as lus ua txwm (word 
make pair) ‘paired words’). Their components have to occur together but not neces-
sarily next to each other. Such expressions are best treated as multiword idioms rather 
than single grammatical words. In a dictionary, at least some of them can be treated 
as an individual lexical entry, extending beyond just a ‘word’ in a grammatical or a 
phonological sense.

A complex predicate can form one phonological word and comprise a whole num-
ber of grammatical words (instance (b) in Chapter  2; see §4 there). In Jarawara, a 
complex predicate consists of a non-inflecting verb and an auxiliary (each forming an 
independent grammatical word). When accompanied by a rich array of optional suf-
fixes marking tense, aspect, mood, negation, and a number of other meanings, the 
auxiliary na forms an independent phonological word. A minimal word in Jarawara 
has to contain at least two moras. If the suffixes are omitted, the monomoraic auxil-
iary cannot form a phonological word on its own, since it does not satisfy the min
imal word requirement. Then the auxiliary and the uninflected verb form one 


