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L. Carroll. <Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland= 

<Curiouser and curiouser,= cried Alice. She was so surprised that for the 
moment she quite forgot how to speak good English; <now I’m getting much bigger, 
like a very large telescope! Good-bye, feet!= for when she looked down at her feet, 
they seemed to be almost out of sight. <Oh my poor little feet, I wonder who will put 
on your shoes and stockings for you now? I shall be a great deal too far off to trouble 

myself about you, so you must manage the best way you can.= 
   <But I must be kind to them,= Alice thought, <or perhaps they won’t walk 

the way I want them to go! Let me see: I’ll give them a new pair of boots every 
Christmas=. And she went on planning how she would send the boots for a Christmas 

present to her own feet. 

 But at this moment her head struck against the roof of the hall, and she at 

once took up the little golden key and hurried off to the garden door. Poor Alice! It 

was as much as she could do, lying down on one side, to look through into the garden 

with one eye, but to get through was more hopeless than ever: so she sat down and 

began to cry again. 
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FORM IN LANGUAGE: GRAMMATICAL PROCESSES 

The question of form in language presents itself under two aspects. We may 

either consider the formal methods employed by a language, its <grammatical 
processes,= or we may ascertain the distribution of concepts with reference to formal 

expression. What are the formal patterns of the language? And what types of 

concepts make up the content of these formal patterns? The two points of view are 

quite distinct. The English word unthinkingly is, broadly speaking, formally parallel 

to the word reformers, each being built up on a radical element which may occur as 

an independent verb (think, form), this radical element being preceded by an element 

(un-, re-) that conveys a definite and fairly concrete significance but that cannot be 

used independently, and followed by two elements (-ing, -ly; -er, -s) that limit the 

application of the radical concept in a relational sense. This formal pattern4(b) + A 

+ (c) + (d) 14is a characteristic feature of the language. A countless number of 

functions may be expressed by it; in other words, all the possible ideas conveyed by 

such prefixed and suffixed elements, while tending to fall into minor groups, do not 

necessarily form natural, functional systems. There is no logical reason, for instance, 

why the numeral function of -s should be formally expressed in a manner that is 

analogous to the expression of the idea conveyed by -ly. It is perfectly conceivable 

that in another language the concept of manner (-ly) may be treated according to an 

entirely different pattern from that of plurality. The former might have to be 

expressed by an independent word (say, thus unthinking), the latter by a prefixed 

element (say, plural 2 -reform-er). There are, of course, an unlimited number of other 

possibilities. Even within the confines of English alone the relative independence of 

form and function can be made obvious. Thus, the negative idea conveyed by un- can 

be just as adequately expressed by a suffixed element (-less) in such a word as 

thoughtlessly. Such a twofold formal expression of the negative function would be 

inconceivable in certain languages, say Eskimo, where a suffixed element would 

alone be possible. Again, the plural notion conveyed by the -s of reformers is just as 

definitely expressed in the word geese, where an utterly distinct method is employed. 

Furthermore, the principle of vocalic change (goose4geese) is by no means confined 

to the expression of the idea of plurality; it may also function as an indicator of 



difference of time (e.g., sing4sang, throw4threw). But the expression in English of 

past time is not by any means always bound up with a change of vowel. In the great 

majority of cases the same idea is expressed by means of a distinct suffix (die-d, 

work-ed). Functionally, died and sang are analogous; so are reformers and geese. 

Formally, we must arrange these words quite otherwise. Both die-d and re-form-er-s 

employ the method of suffixing grammatical elements; both sang and geese have 

grammatical form by virtue of the fact that their vowels differ from the vowels of 

other words with which they are closely related in form and meaning (goose; sing, 

sung). 

Every language possesses one or more formal methods for indicating the 

relation of a secondary concept to the main concept of the radical element. Some of 

these grammatical processes, like suffixing, are exceedingly wide-spread; others, like 

vocalic change, are less common but far from rare; still others, like accent and 

consonantal change, are somewhat exceptional as functional processes. Not all 

languages are as irregular as English in the assignment of functions to its stock of 

grammatical processes. As a rule, such basic concepts as those of plurality and time 

are rendered by means of one or other method alone, but the rule has so many 

exceptions that we cannot safely lay it down as a principle. Wherever we go we are 

impressed by the fact that pattern is one thing, the utilization of pattern quite another. 

A few further examples of the multiple expression of identical functions in other 

languages than English may help to make still more vivid this idea of the relative 

independence of form and function. 

In Hebrew, as in other Semitic languages, the verbal idea as such is expressed 

by three, less often by two or four, characteristic consonants. Thus, the group sh-m-r 

expresses the idea of <guarding,= the group g-n-b that of <stealing,= n-t-n that of 

<giving.= Naturally these consonantal sequences are merely abstracted from the 
actual forms. The consonants are held together in different forms by characteristic 

vowels that vary according to the idea that it is desired to express. Prefixed and 

suffixed elements are also frequently used. The method of internal vocalic change is 

exemplified in shamar <he has guarded,= shomer <guarding,= shamur <being 

guarded,= shmor <(to) guard.= Analogously, ganab <he has stolen,= goneb <stealing,= 
ganub <being stolen,= gnob <(to) steal.= But not all infinitives are formed according 
to the type of shmor and gnob or of other types of internal vowel change. Certain 

verbs suffix a t-element for the infinitive, e.g., ten-eth <to give,= heyo-th <to be.= 
Again, the pronominal ideas may be expressed by independent words (e.g., anoki 

<I=), by prefixed elements (e.g., e-shmor <I shall guard=), or by suffixed elements 
(e.g., shamar-ti <I have guarded=). In Nass, an Indian language of British Columbia, 
plurals are formed by four distinct methods. Most nouns (and verbs) are reduplicated 

in the plural, that is, part of the radical element is repeated, e.g., gyat <person,= 
gyigyat <people.= A second method is the use of certain characteristic prefixes, e.g., 
an’on <hand,= ka-an’on <hands=; wai <one paddles,= lu-wai <several paddle.= Still 
other plurals are formed by means of internal vowel change, e.g., gwula <cloak,= 
gwila <cloaks.= Finally, a fourth class of plurals is constituted by such nouns as suffix 
a grammatical element, e.g., waky <brother,= wakykw <brothers.= 



From such groups of examples as these4and they might be multiplied ad 

nauseam4 we cannot but conclude that linguistic form may and should be studied as 

types of patterning, apart from the associated functions. We are the more justified in 

this procedure as all languages evince a curious instinct for the development of one or 

more particular grammatical processes at the expense of others, tending always to 

lose sight of any explicit functional value that the process may have had in the first 

instance, delighting, it would seem, in the sheer play of its means of expression. It 

does not matter that in such a case as the English goose4geese, foul4defile, sing4
sang4sung we can prove that we are dealing with historically distinct processes, that 

the vocalic alternation of sing and sang, for instance, is centuries older as a specific 

type of grammatical process than the outwardly parallel one of goose and geese. It 

remains true that there is (or was) an inherent tendency in English, at the time such 

forms as geese came into being, for the utilization of vocalic change as a significant 

linguistic method. Failing the precedent set by such already existing types of vocalic 

alternation as sing4sang4sung, it is highly doubtful if the detailed conditions that 

brought about the evolution of forms like teeth and geese from tooth and goose would 

have been potent enough to allow the native linguistic feeling to win through to an 

acceptance of these new types of plural formation as psychologically possible. This 

feeling for form as such, freely expanding along predetermined lines and greatly 

inhibited in certain directions by the lack of controlling types of patterning, should be 

more clearly understood than it seems to be. A general survey of many diverse types 

of languages is needed to give us the proper perspective on this point. We saw in the 

preceding chapter that every language has an inner phonetic system of definite 

pattern. We now learn that it has also a definite feeling for patterning on the level of 

grammatical formation. Both of these submerged and powerfully controlling 

impulses to definite form operate as such, regardless of the need for expressing 

particular concepts or of giving consistent external shape to particular groups of 

concepts. It goes without saying that these impulses can find realization only in 

concrete functional expression. We must say something to be able to say it in a 

certain manner. 
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