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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this study has been to examine the similarities and differences of the 

morphological typology of English and Swedish noun phrases. The principal aim has been to 

analyse the synthetic and analytic properties that English and Swedish possess and compare 

them to each other. The secondary aim has been to analyse and compare their agglutinative 

and fusional properties. According to their predominant characteristics, the languages have 

been positioned on the Index of Synthesis and the Index of Fusion respectively. The results 

show that English is mainly an analytic language, while Swedish is mainly a synthetic 

language. English also shows predominantly agglutinating characteristics, while Swedish 

shows mainly fusional characteristics.   
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1. Introduction 

Morphological typology, which is one of the branches within linguistic typology, has been a 

subject of investigation since the beginning of the twentieth century. Linguistic typology can 

be defined as the comparative study of differences and similarities between languages. Within 

the subfield of morphological typology, the differences and similarities between the 

morphemes1 of one or several languages are examined. Languages are examined and 

classified according to the number of morphemes per word, which makes them either 

(poly)synthetic or analytic, and they are also classified according to in what way the 

morphemes are distributed, which makes them either agglutinating or fusional (Comrie 

2001:25-26).  

     In the beginning research within the field of morphological typology focused on 

categorizing languages from a holistic perspective, i.e. categorizing languages as a whole. At 

a later date it was realized that languages cannot be classified so easily since they are in fact 

made up of different parts, e.g. noun phrases, verb phrases, relative clauses, etc. These parts 

might belong to distinct classes of morphological language types; the noun system of a 

language, for instance, may belong to one morphological type, e.g. agglutinative, while the 

verb system of the very same language may belong to another morphological type, e.g. 

fusional (Croft 2003:47). Saying that a language has agglutinative noun phrases is therefore 

not the same as saying that the morphological structure of the whole language is 

agglutinative. Obviously, examining the structure of an entire language at a surface level is 

much easier than examining each and every part of it at a more profound level. Even so, 

partial typology has gained ground, mainly so because of its inherence to facilitate research 

within the field of language universals (Song 2001:42). 

     A general view on the differences of the typology between English and Swedish has 

existed for a long time. English is considered to be an analytic language and Swedish is 

considered to be more synthetic (Andersson 2001:30). As this assertion stems from a holistic 

perspective, it is interesting to examine if the same holds true from a partial perspective 

where, for example, only noun phrases are examined. To my knowledge, there are no in-depth 

analyses on the similarities and differences between the morphological typology of English 

and Swedish noun phrases. 

 

                                                 
1 The terms are explained in the appendix and will be further discussed in chapter 2. 
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1.1. Aim 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate if English is a more analytic or synthetic language 

than Swedish in relation to noun phrases. Hence, the secondary purpose of this essay will be 

to investigate if English is a more fusional or agglutinating language than Swedish. 

1.2. Method and material  

In this essay, two corpora have been used as primary sources: the British National Corpus, the 

A-files, which contains about 14.5 million English words and Parole, which contains about 

19-19.4 million Swedish words. The noun phrases found in the corpora form the basis of the 

analysis of the morphological construction of the languages investigated. The following 

works have been used as an aid to explain the examined grammar and morphology: Swedish - 

a Comprehensive Grammar by Holmes and Hinchliffe (1994) and Engelsk Universitets-

grammatik by Svartvik and Sager (2002).  

1.2.1. Definitions and limitations 

A noun phrase (NP) always has a noun or a nominal pronoun as its head, e.g. pupil; she. It 

can either be definite or indefinite, e.g. the pupil; a pupil. Modifications, also called attributes, 

can be added to the NP, either before or after its head, e.g. the little cat, the cat in the street. 

Adjective attributes are often or always placed in front of the head and consists of adjective 

phrases with or without modifications (Hultman 2003:206-208).  

     Noun phrases, like other kinds of phrases which occur in languages, may be quite complex 

in nature (Greenbaum & Quirk 1990:363). This essay will therefore only deal with more 

simple NPs containing nouns, attributive adjectives in the positive, the comparative and the 

superlative, and determiners, i.e. the definite and indefinite articles. Thus we are left with the 

following possible combinations and components of the kind of NP examined in this essay: 

 Indefinite article + (adjective in comparative constructions) + singular noun 

 Indefinite article + (adjective in comparative constructions) + plural noun  

 Definite article + (adjective in comparative constructions) + singular noun 

 Definite article + (adjective in comparative constructions) + plural noun 

The kind of morphemes examined will only be inflectional morphemes, therefore there will 

be no analysis of derivational morphemes or compound nouns. Neither will there be any 

consideration for diachronic linguistics or language changes. What will be examined is the 

structure of present day English and Swedish, i.e. the languages in question will be studied 

from a synchronic perspective. 
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2. Background 

2.1. Morphology and morphological typology 

Morphology is the branch of linguistics where the internal structure of words and the rules 

governing this structure is studied. Words are constructed of one or several units, i.e. 

morphemes, which are best described as the smallest meaningful units of a language which 

cannot be divided further without loosing their meaning (Fromkin, Rodman & Hyams 

2003:76). The noun phrase the books serves as an example of various morphemes. It contains 

the free morphemes the and books. Free morphemes are independent and can stand on their 

own; they can be either grammatical: the, or they can be lexical: books. The nounphrase also 

contains the bound grammatical morpheme –s, which here denotes plural. Bound morphemes 

are dependent and cannot stand on their own; they need to be attached to another morpheme 

or word in order to be functional. Another word for bound morphemes is affixes. In English 

and Swedish, affixes are divided into prefixes, which are affixes attached before another 

morpheme or word and suffixes which are affixes attached after another morpheme or word 

(Pirkola 2001:3). Both types of morphemes can be found in the word reactions: re- is a prefix 

and –s is a suffix. Furthermore, re– is a derivational affix, which produces a new word (and 

sometimes another syntactic category) from the base word, while –s is an inflectional suffix 

which shows the grammatical features of the word, in this case number (Fromkin, Rodman & 

Hyams 2003:83, 100).  

     Morphological typology investigates the occurrence of morphemes in a word and a 

sentence. It also investigates how the language or languages in question handle their 

morphemes. Current morphological typology includes four morphological types of languages: 

analytic, (poly)synthetic, agglutinative and fusional (Andersson 2001:24). 

2.2. The Index of Synthesis and the Index of Fusion 

According to Comrie (1989:51), there are two different indexes relating to the morphological 

typology of languages: the Index of Synthesis (IS) and the Index of Fusion (IF). IS includes 

analytic, synthetic and polysynthetic languages. IF includes agglutinative and fusional 

languages.  

     The Index of Synthesis measures the number of morphemes per word and also the 

morpheme to word ratio in a clause or a sentence. Analytic languages are characterized by the 

fact that every word consists of one morpheme only. The characteristics of synthetic 

languages are words which consist of a small number of morphemes, and polysynthetic 
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languages comprise words, clauses and sentences which consist of many morphemes, mainly 

multiple roots attached to each other (Croft 2003:46). 

     Whaley (1997:128) claims that using a continuum is the best way to describe the Index of 

Synthesis (see Figure 1). The continuum allows for comparison between languages and 

clearly shows which languages are more or less synthetic. 

 

Analytic languages ----------------------------------------------------------- Polysynthetic languages 
Figure 1. Index of Synthesis 

 

     Analytic languages are placed at one extreme of the continuum. In such a language, every 

word is monomorphemic, i.e. there is only one morpheme per word, which means that the 

words are free whether they are lexical or grammatical. Vietnamese is a typical example of an 

analytic language:  

 

(1) Khi       tôi     đ’ên     nhà     bạn      tôi,   chúng        tôi     bă´t đâ’u     làm     bài. 
     When    I        come    house friend  I       PLURAL  I        begin          do       lesson. 
    ‘When I came to my friend’s house, we began to do lessons.’  
     (Comrie 1989:43) 

 

As can be seen from the example, Vietnamese treats even pronouns in an analytic way: there 

is no separate pronoun for “we”, instead “I” is used together with a free grammatical 

morpheme indicating plural. The same is true for showing possession. There are no 

possessive pronouns, instead personal pronouns are used (Comrie 1989:43). 

     Polysynthetic languages are placed at the other extreme of the continuum. In such a 

language a large number of grammatical and lexical morphemes are combined into a single 

word which forms a complete phrase, clause or sentence (Comrie 1989:45). Greenlandic is a 

typical example of a polysynthetic language: 

 

(2) Sikursuarsiurpugut. 
     Siku     -rsuar     -siur                -pu     -gut 
     Ice       -big         -pull through   -IND  -we 
     We are sailing through the big ice.  
     (Adapted from Andersson 2001:30) 

 

The core of this sentence is a verb, to which all the other grammatical elements are added. 

Thus the whole sentence consists of one word only (Andersson 2001:30).  

     There is no clear boundary drawn between languages on the Index of Synthesis, it is 

mostly a matter of gradation. Languages with a lack of synthesis are analytic, languages with 



  5  

extreme synthesis are polysynthetic, hence neither completely analytic nor completely 

polysynthetic languages exist. Their labels are accepted in recognition of the fact that they 

adhere predominantly to their respective category (Whaley 1997:133). Languages which are 

labelled synthetic show both analytic and polysynthetic tendencies in varying degrees and fall 

between the both extreme points of the index.  

     The Index of Fusion measures the degree of segmentability of morphemes, in other words 

it measures if morphemes within a word are easily divided, i.e. if the language is 

agglutinative, or if there is no segmentability, i.e. if the language is fusional (Whaley 

1997:133).  

     As with the Index of Synthesis, Whaley (1997:133) claims that using a continuum of 

language types is the optimal way of describing the Index of Fusion (see Figure 2). On this 

scale one extreme consists of ideal agglutinative languages and the other extreme consists of 

ideal fusional languages. 

 

Agglutinative languages ----------------------------------------------------------- Fusional languages 
Figure 2. Index of Fusion 

 

As already mentioned, the characteristic of an agglutinative language is the easily 

segmentable morphemes. Even if these languages have words which may consist of several 

morphemes, the boundaries between them are always sharp. That is to say, there is a blatant 

line where the morphemes begin and end (Whaley 1997:133-134). Comrie (1989:43) adds an 

additional characteristic of an agglutinating language, stating that its morphemes should have 

a relatively constant shape, both morphologically and phonetically. Turkish is a typical 

example of an agglutinating language: 

 

(3) Ev               the house (lit. house)  ev-ler               the houses 
     Ev-de          in the house (lit. house-in) ev-ler-de          in the houses 
     Ev-den        from the house (lit. house-from) ev-ler-den        from the houses 
     Ev-im-den   from my house (lit. house-my-from) ev-ler-im-den   from my houses  
     (Adapted from Andersson 2001:28) 

 

The bound morphemes are attached to the base form like beads on a string. They are easily 

segmented and they also show a relatively constant shape, even though Turkish is a language 

which is subjected to vowel harmony. Vowel harmony is a phenomenon where a word 

determines the vowels of the suffix. The Turkish noun ev, mentioned above, takes the plural 

ending –ler, as the noun contains a front vowel. However, the noun adam takes the plural 

ending –lar, as the noun contains a back vowel (Comrie 1989:44,50). 
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     A fusional language is characterized by morphemes which are not easily segmentable, i.e. 

the boundaries between the morphemes are not sharp. The result of which is that there is no 

blatant line where the morphemes begin or end. The majority of the morphemes of a fusional 

language consist of two or more grammatical categories which are merged together in a 

solitary morpheme, also called a portmanteau morpheme (Comrie 1989:44). Russian noun 

inflection is a typical example of a fusional language: 

 

(4)  Ia  II 
  Singular Plural Singular      Plural 
Nominative  stol ‘table’ stol-y lip-a ‘lime-tree’  lip-y 
Accusative  stol stol-y lip-u       lip-y 
Genitive  stol-a stol-ov lip-y       lip 
Dative  stol-u stol-am lip-e       lip-am 
(Adapted from Comrie 1989:44) 

 

The bound morphemes have been merged together so that it is impossible to segment them. 

The morpheme for the nominative singular of stol is –Ø2, while the same grammatical 

category for the noun lipa is marked with an –a. The genitive plural of lipa however is lip 

while the genitive plural of stol is stolov. The grammatical morphemes in this example do not 

show phonological or orthographical consistency (Comrie 1989:44). An English example of 

the same phenomenon would be the suffix –s in the verbform walks. The ending indicates not 

only present tense, but also third person and singular (Booij 2005:42). 

     However, a language with fusional tendencies might contain other characteristics of fusion 

than only portmanteau morphemes. Another phenomenon is suppletion, which is the complete 

phonological and morphological alternation of words which belong to the same paradigm, for 

example well as the adverb of the adjective good. There is also partial suppletion, where the 

inflected word partly resembles the base form like the past tense form saw of the verb see 

(Spencer 1991:8). Comrie (1989:48) states that an ideal fusional language would be built up 

solely of suppletive words, which would require neither affixation nor consistency, as with 

the English was/were as the preterite tense, or am/are/is as the present tense of be.  

     Bound grammatical morphemes can also be suppletive. The plural suffix –en in oxen is a 

suppletive form of the much more common plural suffix –s, as in dogs, for example (Whaley 

1997:134). 

     Like the languages which belong to IS, there is no clear boundary drawn between 

languages which belong to IF either. Neither completely agglutinative nor completely fusional 

                                                 
2 -Ø signifies a zero morpheme, i.e. a morpheme which does not have an overt grammatical representation. 
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languages exist. Languages are added to their respective category according to their 

predominant characteristics (Whaley 1997:135). 

     Although IS and IF are two distinct and independent parameters they still are connected in 

one way: languages which fall somewhere on the scale of synthesis (and all languages do as 

there is no language which is completely analytic) inevitably also fall on the scale of fusion 

(Comrie 2001:26). The same is true the other way round: languages which fall somewhere on 

the scale of fusion inevitably also fall on the scale of synthesis (Comrie 1989:46). English and 

Swedish both belong to the Index of Synthesis and therefore also automatically belong to the 

Index of Fusion. Consequently, answering the question of where on the continuum of the 

Index of Synthesis English and Swedish are, leads to answering the question of where on the 

continuum of the Index of Fusion they are. 

2.3. Problems of definition 

Comrie (1989:48) brings up some of the problems with defining morphemes in his work 

Language universals and linguistic typology. Only problems which are relevant in comparing 

English and Swedish morphology will be considered in this essay.  

     The first problem is word boundaries. Should the man count as one morpheme or two? 

Although the definite article the is a free grammatical morpheme it cannot stand alone and 

must always be followed by an adjective and noun, or a noun only, i.e. the noun phrase should 

be considered monomorphemic, even though it orthographically consists of two words. Still 

both the grammatical word the and the lexical word man can be considered as two separate 

morphemes as they both individually represent “the smallest meaningful unit of a language”, 

where the stands for definiteness and man is a lexical morpheme denoting the male member 

of the human species. The standpoint in this essay will be that free grammatical morphemes, 

even though they might be dependent, count as separate morphemes.  

     The second problem deals with zero morphemes. Comrie asks if a singular morpheme like 

cat should be considered to be one lexical morpheme or two morphemes, i.e. one lexical 

morpheme plus one grammatical zero morpheme? The standpoint in this essay will be that 

zero morphemes count as morphemes, if the grammatical form can be considered to be 

marked. Singular nouns are counted as unmarked, while a noun with zero plural will be 

counted as marked and thus having a zero morpheme.  

     The third problem deals with portmanteau morphemes. As already mentioned, a 

portmanteau morpheme is a morpheme which indicates several different grammatical 

properties at one and the same time (Comrie 1989:48). The question is if this kind of 

morphemes should count as only one, or as three morphemes, as they represent three different 
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grammatical categories? The standpoint in this essay will be that a portmanteau morpheme, 

even when it denotes two or more grammatical categories, will be counted as one morpheme 

only.   

     The fourth problem deals with allomorphs. Allomorphs are two or more morphemes which 

have the same grammatical meaning, but which appear in phonologically and/or 

orthographically different forms, e.g. the Swedish plural endings: flicka – flickor, pojke – 

pojkar. The suffixes –or and –ar both mean plural, but because of the distinct grammatical 

gender of the nouns and their phonological environment the morphemes are different. The 

standpoint in this essay will be that allomorphs which are spelt the same way but which are 

phonologically different will count as one morpheme only, for example the English plural of 

street – streets and dream – dreams. The plural morpheme of words like these will be treated 

as the same morpheme, even though in one case the –s is voiceless and in the other it is 

voiced. On the other hand, morphemes which are both orthographically and phonologically 

different will be counted as distinct morphemes, for example the plural endings of flickor, i.e. 

–or and pojkar, i.e. –ar, unless they are used in order to facilitate pronounciation as in buses, 

i.e. –es and cars, i.e. –s. 

3. Analysis 

The Swedish examples in the analysis have been collected from the corpus Parole and the 

English examples have been collected from the British National Corpus.  

3.1. Nouns and determiners 

3.1.1. Nouns and determiners in Swedish 

Examples of Swedish NPs: 

Indefinite article + singular noun: en apelsin en linje ett tåg ett knä 

   ‘an orange’ ‘a line’  ’a train’ ‘a knee’ 

Indefinite article + plural noun:  apelsiner linjer tåg knän 

   ‘oranges’ ‘lines’ ‘trains’ ‘knees’ 

Definite article + singular noun apelsinen linjen tåget knät 

   ‘the orange’ ‘the line’ ‘the train’ ‘the knee’ 

Definite article + plural noun apelsinerna linjerna tågen knäna 

   ’the oranges’ ’the lines’ ’the trains’ ‘the knees’ 
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As can be seen from the examples, Swedish uses two indefinite articles: en and ett, depending 

on the gender of the noun. These articles are free grammatical morphemes, which are placed 

in front of the noun. For nouns which belong to the non-neuter gender, the indefinite article en 

is used: en apelsin, en linje. For nouns which belong to the neuter gender, the indefinite 

article ett is used: ett tåg, ett knä.   

     To denote indefiniteness in the plural, non-neuter nouns use the plural suffix of the noun, 

in this case –er and –r: apelsiner, linjer depending on the phonological form of the ending of 

the noun. To denote indefiniteness in the plural of a neuter noun ending with a consonant, a 

zero morpheme is used: –Ø: tåg, and if the noun ends in a vowel, the suffix –n is used: knän. 

     To denote definiteness in the singular a suffix is attached to the word: in this case the noun 

represented takes the suffix –en: apelsinen, because of its non-neuter gender and the other 

takes –et: tåget, because of its neuter gender. However, non-neuter nouns which end in a 

vowel take the suffix –n: linjen, and neuter nouns which end in a vowel take the suffix –t: 

knät. 

     Definiteness of pluralized non-neuter nouns is realized by adding a suffix after the plural 

ending of the noun, in this case: –er + –na: apelsinerna. Definiteness of neuter nouns is 

realized by adding a suffix after the zero plural ending of nouns ending in a consonant:  

–Ø + –en: tågen, or by adding a suffix after the plural ending –n of nouns ending in a vowel: 

–n + –a: knäna.  

     What has been stated above is a truth with modification. Swedish is a language which 

makes use of noun declensions. All in all there are five declensions and six different ways of 

forming the plural as the third declension is divided into two subgroups. The plural ending 

depends on the gender of the noun, if it ends in a vowel or a consonant and where the stress 

falls (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:12-24). The suffixes are shown in table 1: 

 

Table 1. Swedish noun declensions and pluralization 
Declension  singular    plural 

 
1) –or  gata ‘street’  gator ‘streets’ 
2) –ar  pojke ‘boy’  pojkar ‘boys’ 
3) –er  apelsin ‘orange’ apelsiner ‘oranges’ 

–r  linje ‘line’  linjer ‘lines’ 
4) –n  knä ‘knee’  knän ‘knees’ 
5) –Ø  tåg ‘train’  tågØ ‘trains’ 

 

The first three declensions form the definite plural by adding the suffix –na to the indefinite 

plural form, thus: gator – gatorna; pojkar – pojkarna; apelsiner – apelsinerna; linjer – 

linjerna. The definite plural of the fourth declension is formed by adding the suffix –a to the 

indefinite plural form, thus: knän – knäna. To form the definite plural of the fifth declension, 
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neuter nouns of this declension add –en after the zero suffix of the indefinite plural: hus – 

husen ‘houses – the houses’, non-neuter nouns add –na: studerande – studerandena ‘students 

– the students’ (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:12-23).  

     The majority of Swedish nouns have this construction, however, there are a few which 

pluralize in a different manner, but which still belong to the above mentioned declensions. 

These are the nouns which take umlaut when pluralized, for example dotter – döttrar 

‘daugher – daughters’ in the second declension and natt – nätter ‘night – nights’ in the third 

declension. There are also irregular plural forms found in the fifth declension which take 

umlaut: broder – bröder ‘brother – brothers’, man – män ‘man – men’, gås – gäss ‘goose –

geese’, etc. (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:23-24). Lastly, there are two irregular fourth 

declension nouns: öga – ögon ‘eye – eyes’ and öra – öron ‘ear – ears’ (Holmes & Hinchliffe 

1994:20-21).  

     There are also a number of loanwords which sometimes take their original plural ending, 

e.g. pronomen – pronomina, tornado – tornados (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:28-30). A few 

loanwords, which have been incorporated in the Swedish declension system change their 

ending when pluralized: museum – museet – museer. Some loanwords have two or more 

alternative definite forms: centrum – centrumet/centret – centrer/centra (Holmes & Hinchliffe 

1994:52f).  

3.1.1.1. Summary of section 

The conclusion to be drawn from that which has been stated above is that Swedish shows both 

analytic and fusional tendencies regarding the indefinite articles since they are free 

portmanteau morphemes, i.e. they are independent morphemes at the same time as they 

express three grammatical properties: species, gender and number. However, Swedish also 

shows a high degree of synthesis regarding definiteness and plural. Out of the sixteen 

examples, at least twelve adhere predominantly to the right side of the Index of Synthesis, 

which means that they also adhere to the Index of Fusion. The two suffixes (–en, –et) used to 

form the singular definite are portmanteau morphemes since they express both gender and 

definiteness. The six suffixes (–or, –ar, –er, –r, –n, –Ø) which form the plural and the three 

suffixes (–na, –a, –en) which form the plural definite show both agglutination and fusion. The 

suffixes pertaining to the formation of the plural and the formation of definiteness in the 

singular and plural are all suppletive morphemes, which is a characteristic of fusional 

languages. Nouns with umlaut show partial suppletion and therefore also fusional 

characteristics. However, both definiteness in the singular and plural, and the plural are 

realized by adding suffixes to the noun, which shows that Swedish makes use of agglutination 
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as well. The number of fusional and agglutinative suffixes increases further when irregular 

plurals and loanwords are considered.  

3.1.2. Nouns and determiners in English  

Examples of English NPs: 

Indefinite article + singular noun: an apple a box 

Indefinite article + plural noun:  apples boxes 

Definite article + singular noun: the apple the box 

Definite article + plural noun: the apples the boxes 

 

As can be seen from the examples, English makes use of two indefinite articles: a and an. The 

choice of article depends on the sound quality of the following word. When the noun or an 

adjective preceding the noun starts with a vowel sound the article an is used, when it starts 

with a consonant sound the article a is used, e.g. a box, an apple. The articles are independent 

portmanteau morphemes since they express both species and number.  

     To denote definiteness in the singular, the monomorphemic definite article the is placed 

before the unmarked noun: the apple, the box. To denote definiteness in the plural, the 

definite article the is placed before the marked pluralized form of the noun: the apples, the 

boxes. Nouns are pluralized by adding the suffixes –s or –es to their base form. In their 

indefinite plural form, nouns do not make use of indefinite articles. The majority of English 

nouns have this construction, however, there are a few which pluralize in a different manner 

(Svartvik & Sager 2002:135):  

 Nouns ending in the voiceless consonant of –f or –fe (both pronounced [f]) become 

voiced when plural –s is added to them, e.g. calf – calves, wife – wives. 

 Certain nouns make use of umlaut when pluralized, e.g. man – men, woman – women, 

foot – feet.  

 Certain nouns take the plural ending –en, e.g. child – children, ox - oxen  

 There are also words borrowed from foreign languages which often take their original 

plural ending, e.g. alumnus – alumni, alga – algae, curriculum – curricula, index – 

indices, analysis – analyses, phenomenon – phenomena, libretto – libretti. 

 Certain nouns have zero plural, e.g. sheep – sheepØ, Portuguese – PortugueseØ. 

3.1.2.1. Summary of section 

The conclusion to be drawn from what has been stated above is that English shows analytic as 

well as fusional tendencies regarding its indefinite articles since they are independent 
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portmanteau morphemes. The definite article, on the other hand, is highly analytic as it only 

denotes definiteness. English also has synthetic tendencies regarding the formation of the 

plural. Out of the eight examples, four show predominantly analytic characteristics, two show 

predominantly synthetic characteristics and two show both kinds. Plural is mainly realized by 

adding the suffixes –s and –es to the noun, which is a characteristic of agglutination. 

However, the irregular plural endings are suppletive forms and therefore English also shows 

some degree of fusion, even though many of these suffixes also are agglutinating, e.g. ox – 

oxen. Nouns using umlaut are of course partial suppletives and therefore fusional. Nouns 

which have been borrowed from foreign languages often take the plural applied in those 

languages. They mainly change the ending of the stem of the word, which often indicates 

fusion, except for the agglutinating change of –a to –ae.  

3.2. Adjectives in attributive position in Swedish 

3.2.1. Positive adjectives in attributive position  

Examples of adjectives in the positive found in: 

Indefinite NPs in the singular en tidig morgon ‘an early morning’,  

 ett skärt läppstift ‘a pink lipstick’,  

 en liten pojke ‘a little boy’ 

Definite NPs in the singular den tidiga morgonen ‘the early morning’,  

 det skära läppstiftet ‘the pink lipstick,  

 den lilla/lille pojken ‘the little boy’ 

Indefinite NPs in the plural gula rosor ‘yellow roses’, stora barn ‘big children’ 

Definite NPs in the plural  de gula rosorna ‘the yellow roses’, de stora barnen  

 ‘the big children’, de små barnen ‘the small children’ 

 

Swedish adjectives agree in gender, number and species in varying degrees with the nouns 

they modify, as can be seen from the examples. Adjectives which modify a singular non-

neuter noun in an indefinite NP are unmarked: en tidig morgon, while adjectives which 

modify a singular neuter noun in an indefinite NP are marked: ett skärt läppstift. Both 

constructions exemplify the indefinite declension of the adjective (Holmes & Hinchliffe 

1994:69ff, 81ff).  

     Both neuter and non-neuter adjectives in definite NPs with singular nouns have the suffix 

–a: den tidiga morgonen, det skära läppstiftet. The only exception to this is if the noun 

denotes a singular male person or animal, as in den lille pojken, where the adjective 
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sometimes, but not always, takes the suffix –e instead of –a. Notice that the definite article 

must be used together with the definite suffix, when the noun is modified by an adjective. 

This kind of construction is called ‘the double definition’ and is characteristic of Swedish 

(Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:94).  

     Swedish has three different definite articles: den, det and de. To denote definiteness in the 

singular, the definite articles den and det are placed before the marked noun and its attributive 

adjective: den tidiga morgonen and det skära läppstiftet respectively. To denote definiteness 

in the plural, the definite article de is placed before the marked pluralized form of the noun 

and its attributive adjective: de gula rosorna. There are cases where Swedish does not make 

use of double definition in NPs. This construction occurs for example when the NP is 

modified by a relative clause, as in the following example: de borgerliga värderingar som 

inympats i henne ‘the right-wing values which have/had been implanted in her’. All of the 

adjectival constructions mentioned in this paragraph adhere to the definite declension of the 

adjective (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:93).  

     Adjectives in indefinite NPs with plural nouns also take the suffix –a regardless of the 

gender of the noun modified: gula rosor, stora barn, as do adjectives in definite NPs with 

plural nouns: de gula rosorna, de stora barnen (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:93). Again, notice 

the double definition in this kind of NP.  

     The adjective liten is irregular. In the definite singular it takes the form lilla/lille and in the 

indefinite and definite singular it takes the form små (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:76).  

     However, there are adjectives which are declined in a different manner. The following 

adjectives are derived from verbs, i.e. past and present participles which function as 

adjectives:  

Indefinite NPs in the singular en gående kvinna ‘a walking woman’ 

 ett leende hjärta ‘a smiling heart’ 

 en berömd konstnär ‘a famous artist’ 

 ett berömt tal ‘a famous speech’ 

 en älskad dotter ‘a beloved daughter’ 

 ett älskat motiv ‘a beloved motif’ 

Definite NPs in the singular den leende polisen ‘the smiling policeman’ 

 det sovande barnet ‘the sleeping child’ 

 den berömda filmstjärnan ‘the famous moviestar’ 

 det berömda brevet ‘the famous letter’ 

 den älskade nallen ‘the beloved teddybear’ 

 det älskade sommarstället ‘the beloved summer cottage’ 
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Indefinite NPs in the plural springande steg ‘running steps’  

 älskade barn ‘beloved children’  

 berömda ord famous words’ 

Definite NPs in the plural de springande stegen ‘the running steps’ 

 de älskade barnen ‘the beloved children’ 

 de berömda namnen ‘the famous names’ 

 

Present participles as adjectives are indeclinable and do not show agreement with the noun 

they modify, neither in the indefinite nor definite form, neither in the singular nor the plural. 

Past participles as adjectives, on the other hand, agree with the noun modified, both in the 

indefinite and definite form and in the singular and plural. The –d of the base form, for 

example, changes to a –t when the adjective is placed before a neuter noun and an –e or an –a 

is added when the noun is pluralized. The ending of the past paticiple functioning as an 

adjective is different from that of a pure adjective which is not derived from a verb. In the 

definite singular and the indefinite and definite plural, the adjective can take the ending –e 

instead of the usual –a (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:91).  

3.2.1.1. Summary of section 

Swedish attributive adjectives in the positive are mainly synthetic. This is primarily due to the 

fact that Swedish uses definite and indefinite declensions of the adjective together with 

agreement. The only time an adjective shows analytic tendencies is when it is in the unmarked 

positive singular non-neuter indefinite form, e.g. en tidig morgon, en älskad dotter or when 

the present participle functions as an adjective, e.g. en gående kvinna, ett leende hjärta, den 

leende polisen, det sovande barnet, springande steg, de springande stegen.  

     The adjective agrees in gender with indefinite nouns in the singular, e.g. en tidigØ morgon, 

ett skärt läppstift, en älskad dotter, ett älskat motiv. When the noun is definite, the adjective 

only agrees with its definiteness, e.g. den tidiga morgonen, det skära läppstiftet, den älskade 

nallen, det älskade sommarstället. However, masculine nouns in the singular sometimes take 

the ending –e to show the gender of the noun: den lille pojken, which means that this ending 

is a portmanteau morpheme as it denotes both gender and definiteness. Adjectives show 

agreement only with the indefiniteness and definiteness of plural nouns: de gula rosorna, de 

stora barnen, de älskade barnen (Hultman 2003:85f). The suffixes –a and –e denoting the 

definiteness of singular and plural adjectives, and the indefiniteness of plural adjectives are 

suppletive allomorphs, as they denote the same grammatical property at the same time as their 

orthographical and phonological form is different. All of these suffixes are agglutinative. 
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     Some adjectives show fusional characteristics. The adjective liten, for example, has both 

partial suppletion, as in the NP den lilla pojken, den lille pojken and complete suppletion as in 

de små barnen.  

     The so-called double definition makes the NP take on both analytic and synthetic 

tendencies at one and the same time, e.g. de gula rosorna. The definite article de is analytic 

(though fusional), while –a in gula and –or and –na in rosorna are synthetic. However, 

sometimes the NP shows less synthesis than usual and leaves out the definite suffix even 

though the noun is preceded by an adjective and the definite article, as in the example already 

mentioned above: de borgerliga värderingar som inympats i henne. This sometimes makes an 

NP more analytic than usual.  

     The definite articles den, det are portmanteau morphemes as each of them signifies the 

three grammatical properties of number, gender and definiteness while the definite article de 

signifies the two grammatical properties of number and definiteness. This characteristic 

makes the Swedish definite articles both analytic and fusional.  

3.2.2. Comparative adjectives in attributive position  

Examples of adjectives in the comparative found in: 

Indefinite NPs in the singular en viktigare fråga ‘a more important question’,  

ett viktigare mål ‘a more important goal’,  

en mer ingående granskning ‘a more detailed inspection’, 

ett mer passande namn ‘a more suitable name’, 

en mer komplicerad förhistoria ‘a more complex 

prehistory’ 

ett mer komplicerat problem ‘a more complicated 

problem’ 

en större stad ‘a bigger city’,  

ett äldre program ‘an older program’  

Definite NPs in the singular den nyare bron ‘the newer bridge’,  

 det senare fallet ‘the latter case’, 

 den mer passande vägen ‘the more suitable way’,  

 den mer allvarliga formen ‘the more serious form’, 

 det mer personliga planet ‘a more personal level’,

 den större pojken ‘the bigger boy’,  

 det äldre systemet ‘the older system’ 
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Indefinite NPs in the plural viktigare saker ‘more important matters’,  

mer komplicerade slutsatser ‘more complicated 

conclusions’ 

 mer ingående analyser ‘more detailed analyses’,  

 bättre möjligheter ‘better opportunities’,  

Definite NPs in the plural  de viktigare länderna ‘the more important countries’, 

de mer komplicerade budskapen ‘the more complicated 

messages’ 

 de mer säljande argumenten ‘the more selling arguments’, 

 de äldre husen ‘the older houses’ 

 

Most comparative adjectives of indefinite and definite NPs with either neuter or non-neuter 

nouns in the singular and plural are formed in the same way: by adding the suffix –are to the 

base form of the adjective (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:107-108). However, many adjectives 

in the comparative can also be formed, or are exlusively formed, with the adverb mer ‘more’ 

placed in front of the adjective: en mer ingående granskning, den mer allvarliga formen, mer 

ingående analyser, de mer säljande argumenten (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:111). Notice that 

adjectives formed from the past participle and preceded by more are inflected according to 

indefiniteness, definiteness and gender: en mer komplicerad förhistoria, ett mer komplicerat 

problem, mer komplicerade slutsatser, de mer komplicerade budskapen (Holmes & Hinchliffe 

1994:113). There are also adjectives which take umlaut in the comparative: den större pojken 

(of the base form stor ‘big’). These adjectives take the suffix –re instead of –are. Lastly, there 

are also adjectives which change the whole stem in the comparative: det äldre systemet (of the 

base form gammal ‘old’ ). 

3.2.2.1. Summary of section 

Comparative adjectives show synthetic characteristics when adding the allomorphical suffixes 

–are or –re to their base form. The endings attach to the adjective in an agglutinating manner. 

The suffixes –are and –re do not count as separate morphemes as their forms are different in 

order to facilitate pronunciation. The comparative construction also shows analytic 

characteristics when placing the free morpheme mer in front of the adjective. However, the 

adjective modified is inflected for indefiniteness or definiteness and therefore the phrase 

shows synthesis and agglutination as well. Adjectives with umlaut show fusional tendencies, 

and so do the few suppletive forms that exist.  
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3.2.3. Superlative adjectives in attributive position  

Exampels of adjectives in the superlative found in: 

Definite NPs in the singular den viktigaste personen ‘the most important person’, 

 det viktigaste jobbet ‘the most important job’, 

 den mest hotfulla blick ‘the most threatening gaze’,  

 den mest föraktade mannen ‘the most despised man’, 

det mest olämpliga tillfälle ‘the most unappropriate 

moment’, 

 den största lyckan ‘the greatest happiness’,  

 den störste hjälten ‘the biggest hero’ 

Definite NPs in the plural de viktigaste delarna ‘the most important parts’,  

 de mest enkla repliker ‘the most simple lines’,  

de mest oväntade tillfällen ‘the most unappropriate 

moments’ 

 de äldsta eleverna ‘the oldest pupils’ 

  

Because of logical necessity there are no indefinite NPs with superlative adjectives, therefore 

only definite NPs are examined.  

     Most superlative adjectives of definite NPs with either neuter or non-neuter nouns in the 

singular and plural are formed in the same way: by adding the suffix –aste to the base form of 

the adjective. Even though it cannot be deduced from the examples given, the suffix –aste is 

an inflected form of the adjective. The base form of the superlative is only –ast, but as the 

adjective is used in its definite form an –e is added to the suffix (Holmes & Hinchliffe 

1994:116).  

     Many adjectives in the superlative can also be formed, or are exlusively formed, with the 

adverb mest ‘most’ placed in front of the adjective: den mest hotfulla blick, det mest 

olämpliga tillfälle, de mest enkla repliker (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:111). As in 

comparative constructions, the adjective is inflected according to the indefiniteness or 

definiteness of the noun in this kind of construction (Holmes & Hinchliffe 1994:113). There 

are also adjectives which take umlaut in the superlative: den största lyckan (of the base form 

stor ‘big’). Furthermore, these adjectives take the suffix –sta, i.e. –st + –a instead of –aste, i.e. 

–ast + –e.. When a singular male person is denoted the adjective might take the ending –ste as 

well: den störste hjälten. Lastly, there also adjectives which change the whole stem in the 

superlative: det äldsta systemet (of the base form gammal ‘old’). 
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     Even in definite NPs with superlative adjectives, the noun is in its definite form, i.e. it 

takes the definite suffix. There are however some cases where the definite article is not used 

in front of the adjective in the NP: minsta barnet ‘the smallest child’, högsta kortet ‘the 

highest card’ (Holmes & Hinchliff 1994:118).  

3.2.3.1. Summary of section 

In conclusion, it can be said that superlative adjectives show synthetic characteristics when 

adding the suffix –aste, –sta or –ste to their base form. The endings attach to the adjective in 

an agglutinating manner and in fact consists of the superlative ending –ast or –st, and the 

definite suffix of the adjective, –e or –a. Thus –ast and –st are allomorphs which facilitate 

pronunciation, and therefore count as one morpheme only. The suffixes –a and –e denoting 

the definiteness of plural adjectives are suppletive allomorphs, as they denote the same 

grammatical property at the same time as their orthographical and phonological forms are 

different. The only exception to this is the portmanteau morpheme –e which denotes both 

definiteness and masculine gender: den mest föraktade mannen. The superlative construction 

also shows analytic characteristics when placing the free morpheme mest in front of the 

adjective. However, the adjective modified is inflected for indefiniteness or definiteness and 

therefore the phrase shows synthesis and agglutination as well. Adjectives with umlaut show 

fusional tendencies, and so do the few suppletive forms that exist.  

3.3. Adjectives in attributive position in English 

3.3.1. Positive adjectives in attributive position  

Examples of adjectives, present participles and past participles functioning as adjectives, in 

the positive found in: 

Indefinite NPs in the singular a beautiful girl, an English girl, 

 an interesting article, a tired child 

Definite NPs in the singular the young boy, the English boy 

 the interesting question, the beloved son 

Indefinite NPs in the plural wealthy girls, smiling faces, beloved children 

Definite NPs in the plural  the white boys, the running children,  

 the frustrated architects 

 

English adjectives in the positive do not show any kind of agreement with the noun modified, 

neither in indefinite nor definite, singular nor plural NPs.  
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3.3.1.1. Summary of section 

English shows only analytic tendencies regarding attributive adjectives in the positive within 

NPs, as there is no agreement between the adjective and noun neither in number nor species.  

3.3.2. Comparative adjectives in attributive position  

Examples of adjectives in the comparative found in: 

Indefinite NPs in the singular a newer model, a more important reason, 

 an elder sister, a better experience 

Definite NPs in the singular the bigger fish, the more handsome boy, 

 the elder daughter, the better world 

Indefinite NPs in the plural newer windows, more beautiful places, 

 elder sisters, better conditions 

Definite NPs in the plural  the bigger clubs, the more important people, 

 the further adventures, the better things 

 

English adjectives in the comparative do not show any agreement with the noun modified, 

neither in indefinite nor definite, singular nor plural NPs. The most common comparative 

construction is formed by adding –er to the base form of the adjective: the bigger fish, the 

bigger clubs. There are also comparative constructions formed by placing the adverb more in 

front of the adjective: the more handsome boy. There are also a few irregular comparative 

constructions which undergo partial or complete sound changes, e.g. elder (of the base form 

old) and better (of the base form good) (Svartvik & Sager 2002:280f) 

3.3.2.1. Summary of section 

The comparative constructions show both analytic and synthetic tendencies: The suffix –er is 

a characteristic of a synthetic language and also of agglutination, while the adverb more is a 

characteristic of an analytic language. The irregular comparative constructions are sometimes 

complete suppletions, e.g. better of the base form good, but they can also be partial 

suppletions, e.g. elder of the base form old. 

3.3.3. Superlative adjectives in attributive position  

Examples of adjectives in the superlative found in: 

Definite NPs in the singular the happiest girl, the most difficult stage, 

 the eldest son, the best chance 

Definite NPs in the plural the cleverest boys, the furthest corners, 
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 the best choices, the most important films 

 

Because of logical necessity there are no indefinite NPs with superlative adjectives, therefore 

only definite NPs are examined.  

English adjectives in the superlative do not show any agreement with the noun modified, 

neither in indefinite nor definite, singular nor plural NPs. The most common superlative 

construction is formed by adding –est to the base form of the adjective: the happiest girl, the 

cleverest boys. There are also superlative constructions formed by placing the adverb most in 

front of the adjective: the most difficult stage, the most important films. There are also a few 

irregular superlative constructions which undergo partial or complete sound changes, e.g. 

eldest (of the base form old) and best (of the base form good) (Svartvik & Sager 2002:280f) 

3.3.3.1. Summary of section 

In conclusion, it can be said that the superlative constructions show both analytic and 

synthetic tendencies: The suffix –est is a characteristic of a synthetic language and also of 

agglutination, while the adverb most is a characteristic of an analytic language. The irregular 

superlative constructions are sometimes complete suppletions, e.g. better of the base form 

good, but they can also be partial suppletions, e.g. elder of the base form old. 

4. Discussion  

4.1. Comparison of nouns and determiners in Swedish and English 

To facilitate the comparison and for a better understanding of the similarities and differences 

between Swedish and English, this chapter has been divided into subchapters. Each section 

contains a comparison between the languages and their placement on the Index of Synthesis 

and the Index of Fusion. Swedish and English will be placed in relation to each other, but also 

taking into account what the ideal language type on either extreme on each scale represents. 

At the end of the chapter the indexes will be fused together to show the position on the scales 

of the whole NP. 

4.1.1. Indefiniteness and pluralization  

Both English and Swedish show analytic characteristics in indefinite NPs which contain an 

indefinite article and a noun. Swedish uses two free grammatical morphemes in the indefinite 

singular (en, ett), just like English (a, an). Even if the articles in both languages are free they 

are not monomorphemic which is one of the main characteristics of an analytic language 

according to Comrie (1989:43) and Croft (2003:46). The Swedish articles show three 
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grammatical properties: number, gender and indefiniteness, while the English articles show 

two properties: number and indefiniteness. Therefore, the articles are portmanteau morphemes 

as described by Comrie (1989:44) and consequently belong to the index of fusion as well. It 

can be claimed that Swedish is more fusional as each article shows one more grammatical 

property than their English counterparts. Besides, the English indefinite articles are 

allomorphs due to phonological requirements, which leaves English with only one indefinite 

article.   

     Both English and Swedish nouns show synthetic characteristics when pluralized as their 

suffixes are attached to the noun in an agglutinating manner. Comrie (1989:43-44) states that 

the bound morphemes of an agglutinative language are attached to the base form one after (or 

before) the other and that they are easily segmented and also show a relatively constant shape. 

English fulfils all of these requirements as its plural is mainly realized by adding the 

allomorphs –s and –es to the noun. The minute differences in phonological shape of the 

English plural suffixes can be compared and likened to the vowelharmony of Turkish (Comrie 

1989:50). The English morphemes are allomorphs due to phonological requirements, which 

leaves English with only one plural suffix.  

     Swedish also shows a high degree of agglutination as it possesses six plural suffixes (–or, 

–ar, –er, –r, –n, –Ø) which attach to the base form. Comrie (1989:43) states that the 

morphemes of an agglutinating language should have a relatively constant shape, both 

morphologically and phonetically. Hence, the first four suffixes could be considered 

allomorphs of the same morpheme, as they all contain the phoneme [r]. However, the 

Swedish suffixes are different not only because of their orthographical differences or 

phonological environment, but also because of the different genders they belong to. Therefore 

they are suppletive morphemes and fall under the category of fusional characteristics (Whaley 

1997:134), which means that they have to be counted as six different morphemes. Hence, 

English has, in contrast to Swedish, a non-fusional and much simpler way of forming the 

plural.  

     In both languages the number of fusional and agglutinative suffixes increases further when 

irregular plurals and loanwords are considered. However, since the majority of nouns adhere 

to the above described regular pluralizations, the irregular formation of the plural is somewhat 

negligible when discussing morphemes. It is nevertheless important to show that both 

languages possess these characteristics, even if they are peripheral.  
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4.1.2. Definiteness  

Swedish has three free grammatical morphemes (den, det, de) which are used in definite NPs 

which contain an attributive adjective. Just like the indefinite articles, the definite articles 

show both analytic characteristics as well as fusional: the morphemes are free, but at the same 

time they show the three grammatical properties of number, gender and definiteness. Thus 

they also fulfil the requirements of portmanteau morphemes (Comrie 1989:43-44).  

     English, on the other hand, has only one free grammatical morpheme (the) which is used 

both for the definite singular and the definite plural. Its a typical example of a 

monomorphemic morpheme as its only meaning is definiteness. According to Croft (2003:46) 

and Comrie (1989:43), monomorphemes are a salient characteristic of analytic languages.  

     In contrast to English, Swedish makes use of suffixes showing definiteness, either 

independently or in addition to the definite article. On the whole Swedish shows a high degree 

of both agglutination and fusion, and thus synthesis, regarding definiteness. The two 

allomorphical suffixes (–en, –et) used to form the singular definite show agglutination, as the 

endings are attached to the noun (Comrie 1989:44). Furthermore, they show fusion, since they 

are portmanteau morphemes which show the grammatical properties of number, gender and 

definiteness (Comrie 1989:44).  

     The three Swedish suffixes which form the plural definite (–na, –a, –en) are suppletive 

allomorphs since they denote the same grammatical property, but are phonologically and 

orthographically different. These suffixes can be compared and likened to the ones of the 

Russian noun declensions exemplified by Comrie (1989:44). The Swedish suffixes show both 

fusion and agglutination. English, on the other hand, shows predominantly analytic 

characteristics in forming the definite plural with the monomorphemic definite article 

(Comrie 1989:43, Croft 2003:46) and the synthetic, but few, plural allomorphical suffixes –s 

and –es.  

     In relation to nouns and determiners, Swedish shows more synthesis than English (see 

Figure 3). English (E on the scale) would thus be placed to the left on the Index of Synthesis 

and Swedish (S on the scale) to the right: 

 

Analytic languages ---------E---------------------S-------------------------- Polysynthetic languages 
Figure 3. Comparison of the degree of synthesis of nouns and determiners in English and Swedish on the Index 
of Synthesis 
 

     Regarding nouns and determiners, Swedish shows more fusional characteristics than 

English (see Figure 4). English would thus be placed to the left on the Index of Fusion and 

Swedish to the right:  
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Agglutinative languages ----------E------------------S---------------------------- Fusional languages 
Figure 4. Comparison of the degree of fusion of nouns and determiners in English and Swedish on the Index of 
Fusion 

4.2. Comparison between attributive adjectives in Swedish and English  

4.2.1. Positive adjectives  

The examples of Swedish and English positive adjectives in attributive position reveals that 

Swedish is much more synthetic in this kind of construction. English shows only analytic 

tendencies regarding attributive adjectives in the positive as the morphemes are 

monomorphemic (Comrie 1989:43, Croft 2003:46), while Swedish adjectives use suffixes to 

show agreement in gender, number and species in varying degrees with the nouns they 

modify3. These suffixes are mostly suppletive allomorphs and portmanteau morphemes 

(Comrie 1989:44). Thus, this kind of grammatical construction in Swedish is fusional even if 

it is also agglutinative as the morphemes attach to the adjective in an agglutinating manner 

(Comrie 1989:44). Some adjectives are suppletive in themselves, and therefore show fusional 

properties when inflected: liten, lilla/lille, små (Spencer 1991:8). It is only the unmarked 

positive singular non-neuter indefinite form, e.g. en tidig morgon, en älskad dotter and the 

present participle functioning as an adjective, e.g. ett leende hjärta, den leende polisen, de 

springande stegen which show analytic characteristics in Swedish (Comrie 1989:43, Croft 

2003:46). 

     Swedish shows more synthesis than English  in relation to positive adjectives in attributive 

position (see Figure 5). English would thus be placed to the very left on the Index of 

Synthesis and Swedish to the right: 

 

Analytic languages E----------------------------S---------------------------- Polysynthetic languages 
Figure 5. Comparison of the degree of synthesis of positive adjectives in attributive position in English and 
Swedish on the Index of Synthesis 
 

     English shows more agglutinative characteristics than Swedish as to positive adjectives in 

attributive position (see Figure 6). Since the analytic characteristics of this kind of 

grammatical construction of English are absolute, the Index of Fusion bears no relevance to it:  

 

Agglutinative languages -------------------------S-------------------------------- Fusional languages 
Figure 6. The degree of fusion of positive adjectives in attributive position in Swedish on the Index of Fusion 

                                                 
3 See chapter 3.2.1. for the adjectival inflections 
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4.2.2. Comparative and superlative adjectives  

In comparative and superlative constructions Swedish and English show both analytic and 

synthetic characteristics. The Swedish adverbs mer and mest and the English more and most 

are completely analytic as they are monomorphemic (Comrie 1989:43, Croft 2003:46). 

However, in Swedish these adverbs make the adjective modified synthetic, as the adjective in 

that kind of construction takes its usual suffixes agreeing with the noun in species and gender 

in varying degrees: en mer komplicerad förhistoria, ett mer komplicerat problem, mer 

komplicerade slutsatser, de mer komplicerade budskapen. The synthesis realized in the 

comparative and superlative is mostly agglutinative, e.g. viktigare, viktigaste; bigger, 

happiest. The different morphemes –are and –re in the comparative are allomorphs and count 

as only one morpheme since the a of –are (or the omission of a in –re) makes pronunciation 

easier. In this respect, the comparative of Swedish makes it just as synthetic as English. 

However, Swedish shows more agglutination, and thus synthesis, as the adjective takes an 

additional suffix in the definite form of the superlative, e.g. viktigaste. As Whaley (1997) 

states: in agglutinative languages there is a blatant line where the morphemes begin and end. 

Additionally, Comrie (1989:44) writes that morphemes attached one after the other is a 

characteristic of agglutination. Swedish and English also show some fusional characteristics. 

Both languages have suppletive forms, comparable to Spencer’s (1991:8) description of 

suppletion, though Swedish shows more fusion than English by using umlaut in a number of 

adjectives, e.g. större, störst.  

     In relation to attributive adjectives in comparative and superlative constructions, Swedish 

shows, to a small extent, more synthesis than English (see Figure 7). English would thus be 

placed to the left on the Index of Synthesis and Swedish to the right, although close to one 

another in the middle: 

 

Analytic languages ----------------------E--S-------------------------------- Polysynthetic languages 
Figure 7. Comparison of the degree of synthesis of attributive adjectives in comparative and superlative 
constructions in English and Swedish on the Index of Synthesis 
 

     Regarding attributive adjectives in comparative and superlative constructions, Swedish and 

English show similar typological characteristics, even though the fusional properties of 

Swedish are stronger (see Figure 8). However, since the agglutinative characteristics are in 

majority in both English and Swedish, they would thus be placed close to one another on the 

left hand side on the Index of Fusion:  
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Agglutinative languages -----E------S--------------------------------------------- Fusional languages 
Figure 8. Comparison of the degree of fusion of attributive adjectives in comparative and superlative 
constructions in English and Swedish on the Index of Fusion 
 

4.3 Comparison between noun phrases in Swedish and English 

So far only parts of NPs have been analysed and been placed on the Index of Synthesis and 

the Index of Fusion. Together they constitute the kind of NPs which are examined in this 

essay. The four possible combinations and components of NPs mentioned in chapter 1.2.1, 

will be fused together in the following comparison in order to find out the placement of 

Swedish and English on the IS and the IF. Thus, the NP positioned on the indexes will consist 

of: Indefinite/definite article + adjective in comparative constructions + singular/plural noun. 

 

Analytic languages ----------E-----------------S----------------------------- Polysynthetic languages 
Figure 9. Comparison of the degree of synthesis of noun phrases in English and Swedish on the Index of 
Synthesis 
 

Agglutinative languages ----E-----------------S----------------------------------- Fusional languages 
Figure 10. Comparison of the degree of fusion of noun phrases in English and Swedish on the Index of Fusion 
 

It should be mentioned that whole NPs can show more or less predominant characteristics of 

language types when put together than when its individual parts are analysed, e.g. the less 

synthetic tendencies of Swedish definite NPs which leave out the definite suffix when the 

noun is followed by a relative clause as in the phrase de borgerliga värderingar som inympats 

i henne or the omission of the definite article in phrases like minsta barnet. However, these 

kind of constructions do not alter the basic constitution of the NP.  

     The conclusion to be drawn is that Swedish shows predominantly synthetic characteristics 

in relation to the more analytic language of English. Swedish also shows predominantly 

fusional characteristics in relation to English. This does not mean that English makes use of 

more agglutinating suffixes than Swedish. It is, however, easy to presume that this is the case 

when studying the indexes. An assumption which is closer to the truth is that Swedish 

possesses a higher number of agglutinative suffixes due to the large number of allomorphs. 

These allomorphs are however fusional in their properties. English, on the other hand, which 

possesses less agglutinative suffixes, shows a high degree of agglutinative properties in the 

suffixes themselves.   
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5. Summary and conclusion 

The aim of this essay has been to find out if English NPs are more or less synthetic than 

Swedish NPs. A secondary aim has been to find out if English NPs are more or less fusional 

than Swedish NPs. In order to study this, the morphological structure of noun phrases in both 

languages have been described and compared to each other. They have also been placed on 

the Index of Synthesis and the Index of Fusion in relation to each other in order to see the 

typological differences between them more clearly. 

     The introduction of this essay consists of a definition of what morphological typology is 

and a description of the difference between holistic and partial typology, of which the latter 

has been studied in this essay. This chapter also contains the aim, material and method used 

and definitions and limitations of the essay.  

     The background presents a general definition of morphology and an in-depth explanation 

of the Index of Synthesis and the Index of Fusion. In this chapter the problems of defining 

different types of morphemes are also pointed out.  

     The analysis deals with the information obtained from the primary sources of this essay. 

The chapter is divided into sections with analyses of articles and nouns on the one hand, and 

analyses of positive, comparative and superlative adjectives in attributive position on the  

other hand. The sections are summarized with focus on the grammatical constructions of each 

language.  

     In the discussion, the information of the previous chapter is discussed in depth comparing 

Swedish and English to each other from a morphological point of view. In order to facilitate 

the comparison and understanding of the similarites and differences between the languages, 

the noun phrases are divided into different sections in this chapter: indefiniteness and 

pluralization, definiteness, positive adjectives, and comparative and superlative adjectives. 

The languages are also placed on the indexes according to their predominant characteristics. 

Finally, the indexes are fused together to give the whole picture of the NP examined in each 

language. The results show that English is mainly an analytic language, while Swedish is 

mainly a synthetic language. English shows predominantly agglutinating characteristics, 

which also are agglutinative in themselves. Swedish, too, shows a high degree of 

agglutination, even though its suffixes are fusional. 
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Appendix: Explanation of terms 

allomorph a morpheme which appears in different phonological and/or 

orthographical forms, but still have the same grammatical 

meaning, e.g. the English plural endings in car – cars, bus – buses. 

 

analytic language a language where one word corresponds to one morpheme. 

 

agglutinating language a language where morphemes, which are easily segmented, are 

added to the base form of a word.  

 

fusional language a language where morphemes, which are not easily segmented, are 

added to the base form of a word. 

 

partial suppletion a partial phonological and/or morphological alteration of words 

which belong to the same paradigm, e.g. the past tense form saw of 

the verb see. 

 

polysynthetic language a language where a word consists of many grammatical and lexical 

morphemes.  

 

portmanteau morpheme  a morpheme indicating several different grammatical properties at 

one and the same time, e.g. the Swedish definite plural ending of 

flickorna, which comprises both species and number.  

 

suppletion the complete phonological and morphological alteration of words 

which belong to the same paradigm, e.g. the adverb well of the 

adjective good, or the plural endings –en of oxen and –s of boys. 

 

synthetic language a language where a word consists of a small number of 

morphemes.  

 

zero morpheme a morpheme which does not have an overt grammatical 

representation, e.g. the plural of the Swedish noun tåg is tågØ. 
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