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A Study of Derivational Morphological Features 
of Tamil Language

                                               Ven. Halpitiye Samithasiri 

 There are five major word classes or lexical categories in 
Tamil. They are noun, verb, adjective, adverb and conjunction. 
In Tamil language nouns are classified into two. They are rational 
and irrational. Humans are classified as rational and all other 
nouns which are animals and objects are classified as irrational. 
There are three types of nouns in Tamil. They are single nouns, 
compound nouns and derived nouns. 

 ‘Creation of new lexemes is the province of derivational 
morphology or derivation.’In Tamil language, morphemes 
attach with nouns, verbs, adjectives and word doublers. As a 
result of that, it creates a large number of new words. It is called 
nominal derivation. Nominal derivation is formed by suffixation 
or prefixation.

 Nominal derivation is formed in three ways. First, 
morphemes are attached to verbs, second, morphemes are 
attached to nouns, and third, morphemes are attached to 
adjectives. Here, the morphemes can be suffixes or prefixes.

 Verb  + suffixation  Noun

Nuhman (1999) has mentioned fourteen bound morphemes 
which are attached to verbs and they create new lexemes. They 
are r;rp /ci/ rp /si/> g;G /ppu/ I /ai/ mk; /am/ T /vu/ f;if /
kkai/ if /kai/ ik /mai/> kjp /mati/> it /vai/> tp /vi/> r;ry; 
/ccal/ and my; /al/.

 In my research I have found out eleven bound morphemes 
than those of Nuhman. They are mfd; /akan/>Qh; /ñar/>,ay;/
iyal/>g ;g p /ppi/>khdk; /maanam/>it /vai/>g ;gk ; /ppam/>khh ; /
maar/,g;ghd;/ ppaan/>ghL/paatu/ and f;fk;/kkam/. For example,
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Verb	 	 +	akaṉ		 Noun

1. i.  ghL +  mfd   - ghlfd;
 /pāṭu/  + /akaṉ/  - /pāṭakaṉ/  

Sing   + DS   - Singer

ii.  eb   + mfd  - ebfd
 /naṭi/ + /akaṉ/ - /naṭikaṉ/
 Act + DS  - Actor

 Verb   + n~ar		 Noun

2. i. mwp + Qh ;;- mwpQh;

 /aṟi/ + /ñar/ - /aṟiñar/
   Know + DS - Man of erudition

ii.    Rit  + Qh;;  - RitQh;

     /suvai/ + /ñar/  - /suvaiñar/
     Taste  + DS  - Connoisseur

Verb	 	 +	ppi	 	 Noun

3. i. Ru   + g;gp  - Rug;gp 
  /sura/  + /ppi/   - /surappi/
  Secrete   + DS  - Gland

Verb  + māṉm	 Noun

4. i. Nja;   + khdk;  - Nja;khdk;
   /tēy/  + /māṉam/   - /tēymāṉam/

   Rub  + DS      -Depreciation
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 ii. fl;L + khdk;   - fl;Lkhdk;
            /kaṭṭu/ + /māṉam/   -  /kaṭṭumāṉam/
              Build + DS   - Contruction

iii.  th + khdk;   - tUkhdk;
              /vā/ + /māṉam/   - /varumāṉam/
           Come + DS   - Income

 iv.  ngW   + khdk; -  ngWkhdk;
              /peṟu/ + /māṉam/  -  /peṟumāṉam/
              Receive   + DS   - Value /Worth

  Verb	 	+	vai	 	 Noun
5. i. fw + it   - fwit

 /kaṟa/ + /vai/   - /kaṟavai/
  Draw (Milk) + DS   - Milch cow

ii.   gw + it   - gwit
    /paṟa/ + /vai/   - /paṟavai/
     Fly + DS   - Bird

Verb + mār	 	 Noun
6. i. $l;L + khh; - $l;Lkhh;
  /kūṭṭu/ + /mār/ - /kūṭṭumār/
  Gather up  + DS   - Sweeper

ii.  tpyf;F  + khh;  - tpyf;Fkhh;

 /vilakku/ + /mār/ - /vilakkumār/
 Put aside + DS   - Broom

 In the following example, i – iii, two types derived 
suffixes are attached to root verb to create new lexeme.   
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  Verb  +  ppu + āṉ	 Noun

7. i.  fzp + g;G  + Md;   - fzpg;ghd;

 /kaṇi/ + /ppu  + ān/   -  /kaṇippān/
 Calculate + DS  -  Calculator

ii. tb + g;G  + Md ;- tbg;ghd;
 /vaṭi/ + /ppu + ān/ - /vaṭippān/ 
  Strain + DS  - Strainer    
 

iii.    jpw  + g;G  + Md; - jpwg;ghd;

 /tiṟa/ + /ppu  + ān/ - /tiṟppān/
 Open + DS  - Opener

Verb   pāṭu	 	 Noun

8. i. fl;L + ghL  -  fl;Lg;ghL
 /kaṭṭu/ + /pāṭu/  -  /kaṭṭuppāṭu/
 Bind + DS  - Restriction  

ii.   jl;L +  ghL  - jl;Lg;ghL
 /taṭṭu/ + /pāṭu/  - /taṭṭuppāṭu/ 
 Knock + DS  - Shortage 

  
Verb + nar  Noun

9. i. elj;J + eh;  - elj;Jeh;

 /naṭattu/ + /nar/  - /naṭattunar/
 Conduct + DS  - Conductor

ii. vOJ + eh; - vOJeh;

    /eḻutu/ + /nar/ - /eḻutunar/
     Write + DS - Clerk
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1. Noun + suffixation   Noun

Nuhman (1999) has mentioned there are nine bound 
morphemes which attached to nouns and they create new 
lexemes. They are ‘Msp’/āḷi/>‘,ay;’/iyal/>‘rhyp’/sāli/>‘fhud;’/
kāran/>‘fhhp’ /kāri/>‘jdk;’/taṉam/>‘Jtk;’/tuvam/>‘,ak;’/iyam/ 
and ‘Msd;’/āḷan/.

In my research, I found out eight bound morphemes than 
those of Nuhman. They are ‘ik’/mai/>‘,ly;’/iṭal/>‘,dh;’/
iṉar/>‘khd;’/māṉ/>‘Md;’/āṉ/>‘Mb’/āṭi/>‘Mdp’/āṉi/ and ‘Qh;’/
ñar/. The examples for each bound morpheme are given below.

Noun  + mai  Noun

10. i. epiy   + ik - epiyik

 /nilai/ + /mai/ - /nilaimai/
 Condition + DS    - Situation /

ii.  jiy   + ik - jiyik

/talai/ + /mai/ - /talaimai/
Head + DS - Leadership

iii. ngz;  + ik - ngz;ik

  /peṇ/ + /mai/ - /peṇmai/
  Female + DS - Femininity

iv. Mz;   + ik - Mz;ik

/āṇ/ + /mai/ - /āṇmai/
Male + DS - Manliness

v.   typ + ik - typik

/vali/ + /mai/ - /valimai/
Pain + DS - Strength



m%jpk úu¾Ys; Ydia;%Sh ix.%yh210

vi. Fsph;   + ik - Fsph;ik

/kuḷir/ + /mai/ - /kuḷirmai/
Cold + DS - Coldness

    Noun   +  iṭal  Noun

11. i. gyp  + ,ly;  - gypaply;

   /pali/  + /iṭal/  - /paliyiṭal/
   Sacrifice (lives) + DS  - Sacrificing

ii. ghh;it   + ,ly ; - ghh;itaply;;

/pārvai/  + /iṭal/  - /pārvaiyiṭal/
Sight  + DS  - Supervision

iii. khiy  + ,ly ; - khiyaply;

   /mālai/  + /iṭal/  - / mālaiyiṭal/
   Garland  + DS  - xchanging
                         Garlands (marriage)

iv.  Nghh;;    + ,ly;  - Nghhply;

                /pōr/  + /iṭal/   - /pōriṭal/
                War         + DS  - Fighting

Noun   + iṉar  Noun
12. i.   tpUe;J    + ,dh;  - tpUe;jpdh;

   /virunṯu/  + /iṉar/  - /viruntiar/
 Hospitality + DS  - Guests

ii. gphpT   +  ,dh;   - gphptpdh;

 /pirivu/ +  /iṉar/   - /piriviṉar/
 Division +  DS    - Section of people
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iii. cwT   +  ,dh; - cwtpdh;

 /uṟavu/ +  /iṉar/ - /uṟaviṉar/
 Relationship + DS  - Relations

iv. njhif +   ,dh; - njhifapdh;
 /tokai/ +  /iṉar/ - /tokaiyiṉar
 Amount +  DS  - Amount of people

v. tif   +  ,dh; - tifapdh;

 /vakai/ + /iṉar/ - /vakaiyiṉar/
 Kind + DS  - Kind of people

       Noun  +  māṉ  Noun
13. i fy;tp   +  khd; - fy;tpkhd;

       /kalvi/ + /māṉ/ - /kalvimāṉ/
       Education + DS  - Scholar

ii. gf;jp   +  khd; - gf;jpkhd;

       /pakti/ + /māṉ/ - /paktimāṉ/
       Divotion + DS  - Divotee

iii. rf;jp   +  khd; - rf;jpkhd;

      /sakti/ + /māṉ/ - /saktimāṉ/
      Strength + DS  - Supperman

iv. Gj;jp +  khd; - Gj;jpkhd;

      /putti/ + /maaṉ/ - /puttimāṉ/
      Knowledge + DS  - Clever person

 Noun  +   āṉ Noun
14. i.  gyk;  +  Md; - gythd;

 /palam/ + /āṉ/ - /palavāṉ/ 
        Strength + DS - strength person
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ii. fzk;   +  Md; - fzthd;

  /kaṇam/ + /āṉ/ - /kaṇavāṉ/
  Respectable + DS - RespectablePerson

iii. Fzk;   + Md; -  Fzthd;

  /kuṇam/ + /āṉ/ -  /kuṇavāṉ/
  Character + DS -  Kind heated Person

 Noun  +  āṭi  Noun

15. i. $j;J  +  Mb - $j;jhb

 /kūttu/ + /āṭi/ - /kūttāṭi/
 Dance + DS - Dancer

ii. tha;   +  Mb - thahb

 /vāy/  + /āṭi/ - /vāyāṭi/
      Mouth +  DS -Talkative person
 

    Noun  +  āṉi  Noun

16. i. sfT  + Mdp - fsthdp

   /kaḷavu/ + /āṉi/ - kaḷavāṉi 
   Theft  + DS - Thief

 ii. tpQ;Qhdk; +  Mdp - tpQ;Qhdp

   /viññāṉam/ + /āṉi/ - /viññāṉi/
  Science + DS - Scientist 

iii. mQ;Qhdk;  +  Mdp -  mQ;Qhdp

        /aññāṉam/   + /āṉi/ -   /aññāṉi/
  Spiritual    + DS -   A person who is 
                                                  spiritually ignorant 
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iv. nka;Q;Qhdk;    + Mdp -  nka;Q;Qhdp

 /meyññāṉam/        + /āṉi/   - /meyññāṉi/
 True knowledge    + DS     - True  
     Knowledgable person

 Noun   +  ñar  Noun
17. i. fiy  +  Qh;;  - fiyQh;

 /kalai/ + /ñar/ - /kalaiñar/
 Arts + DS - Artist

ii.   ftp +  Qh;; - ftpQh;
   /kavi/ + /ñar/ - /kaviñar/
    Poem + DS - Poet

2.  Adjective  +  suffixation   Noun

 There are six suffixes which attached to adjectives and 
they create new lexemes. They are ‘td;’ /vaṉ/>‘ts;’ /vaḷ/>‘th;’ /
var/>‘th;fs;’ /varkaḷ/>‘J’ /tu/ and ‘it’ /vai/. 

     Adjective +  vaṉ Noun

18 i.  mofhd +  td;  - mofhdtd;

  /aḻakāṉa/ + /vaṉ/ - /aḻakāṉavaṉ/
  Beautiful + DS - Handsome man

 ii.    caukhd  +  td;  - caukhdtd;

  /uyaramāṉa/ + /vaṉ/ - /uyaramāṉavaṉ/

  Tall  + DS - Tallest man

Adjective +  vaḷ Noun

19. i.  mofhd +  ts;  - mofhdts;

   /aḻakāṉa/ + /vaḷ/ - /aḻakāṉavaḷ/
   Beautiful + DS - Beautiful woman
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  ii.  caukhd +  ts;  - caukhdts;

  /uyaramāṉa/ + /vaḷ/ - /uyaramāṉavaḷ/
   Tall  + DS - Tallest woman

Adjective +  var Noun

20. i.mofhd +  th;  - mofhdth;

 /aḻakāṉa/ + /var/ - /aḻakāṉavar/
 Beautiful + DS - Beautiful person

 ii.    caukhd +  th;  - caukhdth;

    /uyaramāṉa/ + /var/ - /uyaramāṉavar/
     Tall  + DS - Tallest person

Adjective +  varkaḷ   Noun

21. i. mofhd +  th;fs  - mofhdth;fs;

 /alÞakaana/ + /varkaḷ/  - aḻakāṉavarkaḷ/
 Beautiful + DS     - Beautiful persons

ii.   caukhd +  th;fs;;  - caukhdth;fs;

 /uyaramāṉa/ + /varkaḷ/  - uyaramāṉavarkaḷ/
 Tall  + DS         - Tallest persons

Adjective +  vdjkaḷ   Noun
22. i. mofhd +  J - mofhdJ

 /aḻakāṉa/ + /tu/ - /aḻakāṉatu/
Beautiful + DS - Beautiful thing

ii. caukhd +  J - caukhdJ

/uyaramāṉa/ + /tu/ - /yaramāṉatu/
Tall  + DS - Tallest thing
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Adjective  + vai   Noun

23.    i. mofhd +  it - mofhdit

 /aḻakāṉa/ + /vai/ - /aḻakāṉavai/
Beautiful + DS - Beautiful things

ii.   caukhd +  it - caukhdit

  /uyaramāṉa/ +  /vai/ -  /amāṉavai/
  Tall  +  DS - Tallest things

3. Prefixation  +  Noun   Noun

 There are five prefixes in Tamil, which are attached to 
nouns and they create new lexemes. They are ‘m’ /a/>‘Jh;’ /
tur/>‘mg’ /apa/, ‘eph;’ /nir/ and ‘mt’ /ava/. For example,

  /a/ +  Noun  -   Noun
24. i. m  +  ePjp  - mePjp 

/a/ + /nīti/  - /anīti/ 
prefix  +  justice  - injustice

ii.  m  + Rj;jk;  -  mRj;jk;

/a/ + /suttam/ -    /asuttam/
Prefix +  Clean  -    Unclean

iii.  m  +  ehfhpfk;  -  mehfhpfk;

/a/ + /nākarikam/ -  /anākarikam/
prefix  +  Culture -  Uncultured

iv.  m + fhyk;  -  mfhyk;

/a/ + /kālam/ -  /akālam/
Prefix +  Period  -  Unearthly time

v.  m + tpthfk;  -  mtpthfk;

/a/ + /vivākam/ -    /avivākam/
Prefix + marriage -    unmarried
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vi.  m + nfsutk; -  mnfsutk;

/a/ + /kavravam/ -     /akavravam/
Prefix + Respectable -     Irrespectable

/tur/ +   Noun    -   Noun
25. i.  Jh; + ghf;fpak; -  Jh;ghf;fpak; 

/tur/ + /pākkiyam/ -   /turpākkiyam/
Prefix + Fortune -    Unfortunate

ii.  Jh; + elj;ij -  Jh;elj;i

/tur/ + /naṭattai/ -    /turnaṭattai
Prefix + Behavior -    Misbehavior

iii.  Jh; + ehw;wk;  -  Jh;ehw;wk; 

/tur/ + /nam/  -    /turnāṟṟam/
Prefix + Smell  -     Bad smell

/apa/ +  Noun  -   Noun
26. i.  mg + fPh;j;jp  - mgfPh;j;jp 

/apa/ + /kīrtti/  - /apakīrtti/
Prefix + Fame  - Infamy

ii.  mg + rFzk; -  mgrFzk;

/apa/ + /sakuṇa            -    /apasakuṇam/
Prefix + noun           -    Ill omen

/nir/ +  Noun       -   Noun

27. i.  eph; + fjp    -  eph;fjp

  /nir/ + /kati/      -    /nirkati/
Prefix + Way      -    Helplessness
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ii.  eph; + Fzk;    - eph;Fzk;

/nir/ + /kuṇam/    -  /nirkuṇam/

Prefix + quality           - Without any   
        quality

iii.  eph; + kyk;   -   eph;kyk;;

/nir/ + /malam/ -     /nirmalam/
Prefix + noun   -      Spotlessness

/ava/ +  Noun  -   Noun
28. i.  mt + yl;rzk; -  mtyl;rzk;

/ava/ + /laṭcaṇam/ -    /avalaṭcaṇam/
Prefix + Beauty  -    Ugly

ii.  mt + khpahij -  mtkhpahij 

/ava/ + /mariyātai/ -   /avamariyātai/
Prefix + Respect -   Insult

iii.  mt + khdk;      -  mtkhdk; 

/ava/ + /māṉam/ -    /avamāṉam/
Prefix + honour      -    Dishonour

4. Word doubler  +  suffixation – Noun

 In Tamil language, word doublers are there. It is called 
‘irattai kilavi’ in Tamil. Word doubler means a meaningless 
word doubles itself in a sentence and it gives a rhyming word. 
On the other hand it is said, repetition of similar terminal sounds 
in two words. For example,
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29. i.    ryry
 /sala sala/
ii. gsgs
 /paḷa paḷa/
iii. tpWtpW

/viṟu viṟu/

 New lexemes are created by attaching suffixes to word 
doublers. In my research, I found out two suffixes which are 
attached to word doublers and they create other new lexeme. 
They are ‘g;G’ /ppu/ and  ‘j;jy;’ /ttal/.

 WD +  ppu     -  Noun

30. i. RWRW    +  g;G - RWRWg;G

 /suṟusuṟu/     + /ppu/ -  /suṟusuṟuppu/ 
      Activeness

ii. tpWtpW    +  g;G - tpWtpWg;G 

/viṟuviṟu/     + /ppu/ -  /viṟuviṟuppu/
                 Excite / thrill

 

 iii. ryry +  g;G -  ryryg;G  

/salasala/   + /ppu/ -    /salasalappu/

         Soundof flowing water

WD      +  ttal -   Noun
31. i.   ryry     +  j;jy; - ryryj;jy; 
 /salasala/     + /ttal/ -  /salasalattal/ 
     Sound of  flowing water     

ii. FRFR  +   j;jy; - FRFRj;jy; 

 /kusukusu/ +   /ttal/ -   /kusukusuttal/ 
            Whispering
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Conclusion

 So far we discussed the derivational morphological 
features of Tamil language.‘Creation of new lexemes is the 
province of derivational morphology or derivation.In Tamil 
language, morphemes attach with nouns, verbs, adjectives and 
word doublers. As a result of that we could see a large number 
of new lexemes are created in Tamil.
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