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Verb Morphology and Syntactic Derivation in Japanese  
Viewed from Linguistic Typology 

 

EBATA Fuyuki 
 

This paper first elucidates the definition of basic morphological units, i.e., words, clitics, 

affixes, free morphemes, independent and dependent forms, as well as typological notions 
such as inflection and derivation. Second, the author offers the outline of the Japanese verb 

morphology and proposes that 13 inflectional suffixes should be recognized in the Japanese 

verb conjugation system. This analysis seems apparently inadequate since many suffixes 
that can take syntactic relations (modification and case government) as input are regarded 

as derivational ones. However, such syntactic derivations can be observed in English and 

neighboring languages as well, to a greater or lesser extent, and therefore they need not be 
regarded as exceptional. This view is supported by the idea that the extent to which the 

morphological rules or the syntactic ones are dominant differs from language to language. 

This paper also contends that the accent of all the verb conjugation forms can be best 
explained when they are derived from that of the Renyoo form as an underlying base. The 

author also dispels the concept of distinguishing between phonological and grammatical 

words. The so-called phonological words are merely phonological units, and word 
boundaries should be determined solely by morphological and syntactic properties. 
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1.  

 
(2002)  (2015)  

2 3

4
5   

 

2.  
 (1949)  (1950) 

 (1960) 

 
 

2.1  
 (1950) 

 (1950: 461) 1  
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1   (1950)  
 

 (1950)  
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(1) kodomo =no, yomu =no, siroi =no, sizuka-na =no 
(2) the man, the tall man, the old man 

(3) watasi =ni =dake, watasi =dake =ni (1) (3)  (1950: 470)  

 
 (1950) (1)  =no (2)  the (3)  =ni 

 =dake 1

  

 1950: 470
 (1949: 451-452)   -   

-  

2  

 
2.2  

1 3  
 

 1   

    

 
 

  

   

    

 

 
1  (1950) 

 
2  (1950: 462) hanakago hana- -kago
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3  

 

(4) hako   
(5) bako  1 bako  

(6) aruk-u  aruk -u aruk  

 

4 Nevis (2000: 390) “Clitics usually act 
like words with respect to syntax” 

 

  

1
(7)

без ‘without’ (8) (9)
5  

 

(7) с молоком или без?      ‘with milk or without?’ 

(8)   
(9)  

 

 

 

2.3  
Haspelmath and Sims (2010) 

 
3 

 (2009: 5)  
4  (2015) 

 (2015: 160) 
  

5  (2015) (8)  
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Arkadiev and Klamer (2019) 2 Haspelmath 
and Sims (2010: 90)  

 

 2  Haspelmath and Sims (2010) A list of properties of inflection and 
derivation  

Inflection  Derivation  

(i) relevant to the syntax  not relevant to the syntax  

(ii) obligatory expression of feature  not obligatory expression  

(iii) unlimited applicability  possibly limited applicability  

(iv) same concept as base  new concept  

(v) relatively abstract meaning  relatively concrete meaning  

(vi) compositional meaning  possibly non-compositional meaning  

(vii) expression at word periphery  expression close to the base  

(viii) less base allomorphy  more base allomorphy  

(ix) no change of word-class  sometimes changes word-class  

(x) cumulative expression possible  no cumulative expression  

(xi) not iterable  possibly iterable  

 

2

2

2   

Aikhenvald (2007: 35) “Derivational morphology results in the creation of a new word with 
a new meaning”  

Nichols (2016: 724) “derivation creates new words: inflection creates word forms which 
respond to their syntactic context” 

 

 
Spencer (1991: 9), 

Booij (2006), Haspelmath and Sims (2010: 102) 

4
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Bybee (1985: 87) “there is not necessarily a discrete distinction between inflection and 

derivation”  

Dixon (2010a: 218) “It is often helpful to distinguish between inflectional and derivational 

processes. However, this is not a useful distinction for all languages” 

 

Nichols (2016: 733) “in many polysynthetic languages the two types of affixes are 

intermingled, and it can be difficult to distinguish derivation from inflection” 

 

 

3.  
 (1989) 

 (1989)  (2005: 
62)  (1998)  (2012) 

6

 (2013)  (2015: 221) 

 

 
3.1  

2 7  
3

3 13

1  

 
6   
(2020)  
7  (2008)  (1998) 

 (2008) 
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 -na, -ta 
 -soo, -gaci  -na 

 =da 
8  

-kata , -te  -tsutsu  -nagara 
4

 
 

 3   

     

yom- 

kas- 
mi- 

-(s)ase 

-(r)are 
-(r)e 

--- 

/  -(r)u, -ta =zo 
=ne 

=sa 

=yo 
=ka 

=rasi-i 

=soo =da 
=yoo =da 

 -e/-ro, -(r)una, -(y)oo, -
(u)mai 

/  -te, -naide 

 -Ø, -zu, -tara, -tari, -(r)eba 

-na, -ta,  
-yasu, -niku 

-i  

-soo, -gaci, -sugi =da  

-tsutsu, -nagara 

-kata , -te
-Ø  

---  

 

3.2  

3 4 2.2

4

 
8   -na 

 =no  =no  =no 
= =  (2013: 156) 

- = =  
 =no  -na  (2015: 

225) 
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4 9 4 -Ø 
10  

 

 4   

    

 yom-u, yom-e kas-u, kas-e mi-ru, mi-ro 

2  yoN-da, yoN-de kasi-ta, kasi-te mi-ta, mi-te 

3  yoma-naide, yoma-zu kasa-naide, kasa-zu mi-naide, mi-zu 

4  yomi-Ø kasi-Ø mi-Ø 

 
4 1 7

1

11  

2  
 

(A) 3 /a/  

/a/ 3 -na -zu, -naide
-(a)na -(a)zu, -(a)naide

/a/ 3

kaw-azu
kawa-zu

 
9  (2009) 

 (1972: 265)  (1992: 15) 
 (2005: 73) 4-10 kaku

miru 5   
10 

Dixon (2009)  
11 Tsujimura (1996: 43-54) 

 (1989: 160) 
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12 s-ezu, k-ozu
3

 

(A1) /a/  (2016)  
(A2) /a/ Bloch (1946),  (1972),  (1984),  (1991) , 

 (1992),  (1997),  (1998),  (2005),  (2012),  (2012),  

(2012),  (2015),  (2018)  
(A3)  (2007) 

 (1998)  (2021) 

13  

 
(B) 4 /i/  

/i/ 4

-i
4

1

yom-i-kata kak-i-gaci
-i

14 s-i, k-i
3  

(B1) /i/  (1998),  (2012),  

(2016)  

(B2) /i/ Bloch (1946),  (1972),  (1984),  (1991), 
 (1992),  (1997),  (1998),  (2007),  (2012),  (2015),  

(2018),  (2021)  

 
12  (2016) 

su-ru s-ase-ru  s-are-ru 
 

13 McCawley (1968: 97)  “In the negative, an /a/ is inserted after consonant stems” 
4  /i/  

14  (1998: 14) -i-
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(B3)  (2012) /i/
 (2012) /i/

 
 

13 5

6 1

-(r)u / 3

 

 
 5   

    

/ 

 

 -e/-ro 

 -(r)una 

yom-e 

yom-una 

kas-e 

kas-una 

mi-ro 

mi-runa 

si-ro 

su-runa 

 
 -(y)oo 
 -(u)mai 

yom-oo 
yom-umai 

kas-oo 
kas-umai 

mi-yoo 
mi-mai 

si-yoo 
si-mai 15 

 

 -(r)u 

 -ta/-da 

yom-u 

yoN-da 

kas-u 

kasi-ta 

mi-ru 

mi-ta 

su-ru 

si-ta 

 
 -te/-de 
 -naide 

yoN-de 
yoma-naide 

kasi-te 
kasa-naide 

mi-te 
mi-naide 

si-te 
si-naide 

 

( ) 

 -Ø 

 -zu 

yomi-Ø 

yoma-zu 

kasi-Ø 

kasa-zu 

mi-Ø 

mi-zu 

si-Ø 16 

se-zu 

 -(r)eba yom-eba kas-eba mi-reba su-reba 

 -tari/-dari yoN-dari kasi-tari mi-tari si-tari 

 -tara/-dara yoN-dara kasi-tara mi-tara si-tara 
 

15  (1984: 234) si-mai su-mai su-rumai
5 ku-ru

ko-mai ku-mai ku-rumai  
16  (2012: 14) 

 (1978: 71) …
…
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 6   17 

    

 
 -ro/-e, -(r)una, -(y)oo, -(u)mai 

-(r)eba 
-(r)u 

2  
-ta -tari, -tara 

 -te 

3   
 -zu 

-naide 

4    -Ø 

 

13 4

  
 

(C) -(r)una -(u)mai 

-(r)una -(u)mai
-(r)u  na / mai 

na mai
 

 

(D) -naide 

-naide 2
de

de yoma-nai-
de yoma-naku-te 2 -naide

 (1998: 54-55)  

 
17 -ta, -te -da, -de

/r/ /b, g, m, n/ -(r)eba
-tara

2 -te 3 -naide

 (2007) 
2   -

ta  
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(E)  

18

2

  
 

(F) -mas 

kaki-mas-u -mas
-mas 19

 

 
3.3  

6 4

4 4
7  

 

 7  4  

  

2   

3   -na  

4   

 

-(s)ase -(r)are -(r)e yom-
ase-ru yom-are-ru yom-e-ru  

2  

3 -na yoma-na-i
 

 
18 

 
19  kaki-mas-eN

 kaki-mas-eN =desi-ta  
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4 4
yomi-ta-i yomi-soo =da yomi-nagara yomi-kata

4 yomi#mono
yomi#hazime-ru 4

4

 

 
3.4  

4   -Ø 20  
 

2 0

2  

 

(10)  
  

  

 
2

 

 
(11)  -ta, -te  

  

  
 

2

 
  

 
20 McCawley (1968: 143) 
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(12)  -(y)oo, -(u)mai  
  

  

 
3

 

 
(13)  -(r)u, -ro/-e, -zu  

  

  
 

2

A  

 

(14) A  -tari, -tara  
  

  

 
3

B  
 

(15) B  -(r)eba, -(r)una, -naide  

  
  

 

1 21  

 
21 1 ’ ’

’ ’  
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22  
 

4.  (lexical integrity)  
3 3

 (2018) 
 

 

4.1  (lexical integrity) 
 (lexical integrity) 

Postal (1969)  

Lapointe (1980)  (lexical integrity) 
Anderson (1992: 84) 

 (Principle of Lexical Integrity: “The syntax 

neither manipulates nor has access to the internal structure of words”) Spencer 
(1991: 42), Lieber (2010: 184), Haspelmath and Sims (2010: 203) 23  

 

 

 
22 2 0

3  
1991;  2011: 55 ’ ’

’ ’ 4

 (2020)  
23  Booij (2009)  (non-interruptability)  (non-accessibility) 

 (1993) 4
3
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4.2  

 
 (1993) 3

24  
 

(16)  

 
(17)  

 

(16), (17)  (1993: 75-76)  
 

4.3  
1

 

bracketing paradox Spencer 
(1988) Williams (1981) (18) Belk (2013) Cinque (2010) 

(19) (20)

 

 

 
24  (2015) 1

 (2019) 

 (2020) 
 (1992: 17) 

 (2003: 45-48)  
(2002)  (2015)  
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(18)  transformational grammar-ian 
 atomic scient-ist 

(19) hard work-er 

 heavy drink-er 
(20)  blue eye-d 

 open mind-ed 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 (2014)  (2018) 

  

(21) (22)

(21)
(22)

  
 

(21) kinige-ni aaʁ-aaččï 
 -ACC -ACTOR 

 -er  

 

(22) dojdu-nu taptaa-hïn 
 -ACC -NMLZ 

 -ation  

 
(23) (24)
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(23) elbex xarčï-la-n-nï-lar 

  -VBLZ-REFL-PST-3PL 

 
 

(24) aʁa oʁo-lor-u uhun kïmňïï-lar-daa-ta 

  -PL-ACC  -PL-VBLZ-PST:3SG 
 Vinokurova 2005: 382  

 

(25)  xas oʁo

(26)  xahan 
  =da

 

 
(25) anïgï ïal xas oʁo-lo-n-ol-loro söb-üy 

    -VBLZ-REFL-VN.PRS-3PL -WHQ 

 
 

(26) xahan =da küörej-bet-tii  timir-en 

  =CLT -NEG:VN.PRS-SIM -CVB 
...  

 

 
 

 

(27) (28) (29)
25   

 
25 

(27) 2 urug-lar-lïg
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(27) xöy urug-lar-lïg iye 

  -PL-PROP  

 
 

(28) süt-tüg šay-la 

 -PROP -VBLZ 
 

 

(29) ača-m aldan xar-la-an 
 -POSS.1SG 60 -VBLZ-PST 

60  

 

 

 
 

 

3

 
 (1993: 326-331) 

(30)
(31) (32) (30)

(32) (30) (31)

(32)  
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(30) - - -  
(31) - - -  

(32) - -  

 
3 3

 [ ]  
 

(33) [ ]- -  

(34) [ ]- -  
(35) [ ]- -  

(36) [ ]- -  

(37) [ ]- -  
(38) [ ]- -  

(39) [ ]- -  

 
 

 

 

 

8

 
 

 8   
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4.4  

26

suspended affixation  
(40)

(41)

1 27 suspended affixation
1

1   

 
(40) ev ve dükkan-lar-da 

   -PL-LOC 

    ‘in houses and shops’  Kabak 2007: 335  
 

(41) šugum balaaš kïdïraaž-ïŋ sumka-ga četčele-p al 
   -POSS.2SG -DAT -CVB AUX:IMP.2SG 

  2008: 65  

 

suspended 
affixation

 

 

5.  
4

 
Haspelmath (2011) 10 (42)

 
26  (2015: 152) “

”  
27 
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Haspelmath 2011: 71 “there is no definition of ‘word’ that can be applied to any 

language ..., and often it will be possible to define ‘word in language X’ ” 

X 28  
 

(42) Ten criteria of morphosyntactic wordhood (Haspelmath 2011: 38) 

1. Potential pauses  
2. Free occurrence  

3. External mobility and internal fixedness  

4. Uninterruptibility  
5. Non-selectivity  

6. Non-coordinatability  

7. Anaphoric islandhood  
8. Nonextractability  

9. Morphophonological idiosyncrasies  

10. Deviations from biuniqueness 1 1  
 

Aikhenvald et al. (2020)  Dixon (2010b) 10

 

29  

Aronoff and Fudeman 2011: 260,  2018: 53 Aikhenvald et al. (2020: 288)  

“Clitics are morphemes which can be shown to form a grammatical word, but not an independent 

phonological word”  
 

 
28 Haspelmath (2010)  (descriptive category) 

 (comparative concept)  
29  (2015: 112) 

2

Dixon  
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independent

2.2

 

30  (2015: 176) 

Klavans (1985: 115)  “clitics which 

have class membership (such as a pronoun, verb, or adjective) can be morphologically complex in 
the same way as other non-clitic words of the same category in the same language” 

 

 

6.  

13
 

2

 

3

4 4

3   

4

suspended 

 
30  (2006: 124) 
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affixation
 

5

  

 
 

 
ACC: ACTOR: AUX: CLT: CVB: DAT: 
IMP: LOC: NEG: NMLZ: PL: POSS: PROP: 

proprietive PRS: PST: REFL: SG: SIM: similative

VBLZ: VN: WHQ:  
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