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Abstract: Allomorphy, the phenomenon where a single morpheme appears in 

multiple variant forms, is a key concept in linguistic morphology. This article explores 

the types of allomorphs—phonologically, morphologically, and lexically conditioned—

providing a detailed analysis of their occurrence and significance in natural 

languages. Phonologically conditioned allomorphs emerge due to sound 

environments, while morphological conditioning is driven by grammatical structures, 

and lexical conditioning applies to irregular forms specific to certain words. 

Theoretical frameworks such as structuralism, generative grammar, and optimality 

theory are discussed to illustrate how allomorphs are analyzed and predicted. Cross-

linguistic examples from English, Spanish, Japanese, and Arabic demonstrate the 

ubiquity of allomorphs in language systems. This study underscores the importance of 

allomorphy in understanding linguistic adaptation, language evolution, and broader 

implications for language processing models. 
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  Introduction: In linguistics, the relationship between sounds, forms, and 

meaning has been a central point of inquiry. Morphology, the study of word formation 

and structure, plays a critical role in understanding these relationships. At the heart of 

morphology are morphemes, the smallest units of meaning. However, morphemes may 

not always exhibit a single, uniform form across different contexts. These variant forms 

of a morpheme are known as allomorphs. 
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This article delves into the nature of allomorphs, discussing their types, occurrences, 

and linguistic significance. By analyzing different languages and examples, we aim to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of how allomorphs function within natural 

languages. 

Defining Allomorphs 

Allomorphs are defined as the different phonetic forms or variations of a morpheme 

that a language can exhibit in specific grammatical or phonological environments. 

Although they differ in form, they represent the same underlying meaning or 

grammatical function. 

For instance, in English, the plural morpheme can be realized as: 

 • /s/ (as in cats) 

 • /z/ (as in dogs) 

 • /ɪz/ (as in buses) 

All three forms represent the same plural morpheme but are pronounced differently 

depending on the phonological context. These variations are examples of allomorphs. 

Types of Allomorphs 

Allomorphs can be classified based on different criteria, such as phonological, 

morphological, and lexical environments. The most common types of allomorphs 

include: 

Phonologically Conditioned Allomorphs 

Phonologically conditioned allomorphs occur when the choice of a particular 

allomorph is determined by the phonological environment, usually surrounding 
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sounds. These allomorphs emerge due to phonetic processes such as assimilation or 

dissimilation. 

 • Example in English pluralization: 

As noted, the plural morpheme has three forms—/s/, /z/, and /ɪz/. The specific 

allomorph is selected based on the final sound of the singular noun: 

 • /s/ after voiceless sounds (e.g., cats) 

 • /z/ after voiced sounds (e.g., dogs) 

 • /ɪz/ after sibilants (e.g., buses) 

Morphologically Conditioned Allomorphs: Morphologically conditioned 

allomorphs are chosen based on grammatical categories such as tense, number, or case. 

These are not determined by phonological factors but rather by the syntactic or 

morphological structure in which they appear. 

 • Example in English past tense: 

The past tense morpheme in English can be realized as: 

 • /d/ (e.g., played) 

 • /t/ (e.g., walked) 

 • /ɪd/ (e.g., wanted) 

The choice depends on the morphological category of regular verbs, where the suffix 

agrees with the verb stem. 

 Lexically Conditioned Allomorphs 
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Lexically conditioned allomorphs are specific to certain lexical items and do not follow 

any predictable phonological or morphological rules. Instead, their occurrence is 

idiosyncratic and must be memorized as part of the lexicon of the language. 

 • Example in irregular English pluralization: 

Irregular nouns such as man/men, child/children, and foot/feet exhibit lexically 

conditioned allomorphs. There are no productive phonological or morphological rules 

governing these forms, making them unpredictable. 

Theoretical Perspectives on Allomorphs 

Allomorphy has been analyzed from several theoretical frameworks in linguistics. The 

most prominent include: 

Structuralism: In structuralist linguistic theory, allomorphy is viewed as an instance 

of underlying morphemic variation conditioned by different phonetic environments. 

Early structuralists like Leonard Bloomfield emphasized that phonological rules could 

predict the occurrence of allomorphs in most cases, especially in highly regular 

languages. 

 Generative Grammar:  Generative grammar, particularly in the work of Noam 

Chomsky, introduced a more nuanced view of allomorphy, focusing on the deep and 

surface structures of language. In this framework, allomorphs are generated by 

transformations from an underlying abstract representation of morphemes. 

Phonological rules are applied to derive surface forms, explaining the variation in 

allomorphs. 

For example, in Chomsky’s model, the plural morpheme /s/ might be represented by 

an abstract /z/, which undergoes phonological transformations to yield different 

allomorphs depending on the environment. 
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 Optimality Theory: Optimality Theory (OT) offers another perspective, proposing 

that the selection of an allomorph is the result of competing constraints. In OT, 

allomorphs are evaluated based on the satisfaction of phonological, morphological, and 

syntactic constraints, and the optimal candidate is chosen as the surface form. 

For instance, in the case of pluralization, OT explains that constraints on markedness 

and faithfulness interact to produce the most phonetically optimal plural form. 

Cross-Linguistic Examples of Allomorphs 

Allomorphy is not unique to English and occurs across many languages. Some notable 

examples include: 

 • Spanish: In Spanish, the plural morpheme can be either -s or -es, depending on the 

final sound of the noun. For example: 

 • libro/libros (book/books) 

 • ciudad/ciudades (city/cities) 

 • Japanese: In Japanese, the nominative marker can alternate between -ga and -no, 

depending on whether the noun is animate or inanimate. 

 • Arabic: In Arabic, verbs exhibit allomorphy depending on their root patterns and 

tense marking. For instance, the past tense forms of verbs in Arabic may include vowel 

changes as a result of root inflection (e.g., kataba “he wrote” vs. yaktubu “he writes”). 

Factors Influencing Allomorphy 

The occurrence of allomorphs is influenced by several factors, including: 

Phonological Environment: Languages typically adjust morphemes to avoid difficult 

or disfavored sound sequences. This adjustment often results in phonologically 

conditioned allomorphs, where sounds undergo assimilation or other phonetic changes. 
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Syntactic Structure: The syntactic environment, particularly in relation to tense, 

number, or case, may also dictate which allomorph is used. In English, for example, 

the choice between /d/, /t/, or /ɪd/ in past tense formation is driven by the verb’s 

structure. 

Language Change: Over time, languages evolve, and once-regular morphemes can 

develop irregular allomorphs due to sound changes, borrowings, or shifts in linguistic 

patterns. This is often how lexically conditioned allomorphs emerge, as seen in the 

irregular forms of English verbs and plurals. 

Conclusion: Allomorphs are a fascinating and intricate aspect of morphology, 

revealing how languages adapt morphemes to fit phonological, morphological, and 

lexical environments. Through the study of allomorphy, linguists can gain insight into 

the dynamic processes that govern language variation and change. 

Understanding allomorphy not only contributes to theoretical linguistics but also has 

practical applications in language teaching, speech recognition, and artificial 

intelligence, where predicting morphological variation is crucial. As we continue to 

explore the relationships between morphemes and their variants, we uncover the deeper 

mechanisms that drive linguistic complexity. 
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