
Sino-US English Teaching, September 2015, Vol. 12, No. 9, 667-671 
doi:10.17265/1539-8072/2015.09.004 

Study on Markedness in Linguistics∗ 
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Markedness Theory is one of the most important theories in structural linguistics. Its academic significance has 

long attracted more scholars and linguists. This paper intends to explore markedness from both formal and semantic 

perspectives: formal markedness, distributional markedness, and semantic markedness. These three types of 

markedness are accounted for in detail from their definitions to their characteristics. Then the relationship of these 

three types of markedness is explicated. The ultimate aim of this paper is to give an insight to markedness 

phenomenon not only from linguistic form or structure, but from its semantic distinctions and pragmatic use. The 

study also aims to help foster the greater application of Markedness Theory to other linguistic fields’ study. 
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Introduction 

Markedness Theory proposes that in the languages of the world certain linguistic elements are more basic, 
natural, and frequent (unmarked) than others which are referred to as marked. The concept of Markedness is first 
proposed by the Prague School scholars Nikolai Sergeyevich Trubetzkoy and Roman Jakobson. They explained 
Markedness in phonemic contrasts. That is, in an opposing phoneme pair, one element is marked, while the other 
element is unmarked. Take a phoneme pair t/d as an example, in this phoneme pair, t is unmarked for voice, while 
d is marked for voice. As is shown above, Markedness is initially explored in phonology. However, with scholars 
and experts’ constant study, Markedness forms a theory and its application is widened and deepened. Markednes 
Theory is widely applied to phonetics, semantics, pragmatics, and psycholinguistics. Consequently, the study on 
markedness touches not only the structural form of language, but also the implicit meaning of language. Here, the 
paper focuses on three types of markednness: formal markedness, distributional markedness, and semantic 
markedness. Through explanation and comparison of these three kinds of markedness, the nature of markednness 
and its role in relevant linguistic study are explored. 

Three Types of Markedness 

Formal Markedness 
Formal markedness, as it suggests, is defined through the absence or presence of certain formal features or 
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marks. In phonetics, in phoneme pairs of t/d, p/b, k/g, the former are unmarked for voice, the later are marked for 
voice. “Voice” here is the “certain formal feature or mark”. For p/b, p is marked by the feature of aspiration, while 
b is unmarked for the lack of the feature of aspiration. It can be seen from the above examples that when two 
phonemes are distinguished by the presence or absence of a single distinctive feature, one of them is said to be to 
marked and the other unmarked of the feature. These are called privative opposition, which refers to what is the 
only one distinctive feature to distinguish A from B. if A has this feature, B does not. 

Another illustration of formal markedness is certain word in vocabulary. Unlike in phonology, the formal 
markedness depends on whether there exist distinctive features, while in vocabulary, formal markedness mainly 
reflects through derivation and inflection. Derivation is a major method of English word-formation, which refers 
to the creation of new words through adding the prefix or suffix to the original words. 

In some complementary words such as god/goddess, prince/princess, healthy/unhealthy, lucky/unlucky, the 
later are the antonyms of the former, and are formally marked by either the prefix un or the suffix ess. However, 
the former are formally unmarked. Here, the prefix and suffix express the opposite or negative meaning. 
Sometimes, prefixes or suffixes do not necessarily express negative or opposite meaning and they can also play 
the role of “formal marks”. As in happy/happiness, kind/kindness, value/valuable, through adding the suffixes 
-ness and -able to the original words, it is the part of speech of the original words changes, not the meaning of the 
original words turning to the opposite ones. Besides derivation, inflection is another way of reflecting formal 
markedness. It mainly refers to the creation of new words through the change of number, gender and case of noun, 
and the change of tense of verbs. For example: 

Teacher/teacher’s, wife/wife’s girl/girls, family/families 
Go/going/went/gone, kick/kicking/kicked/kicked 
The singular form of words is usually unmarked like girl and family, while the plural form of words is 

marked like girls and families. The regular English verb is marked for past tense like went and kicked, unmarked 
in the present like go and kick. 

As is seen before, formal markedness describes linguistic structure through the outer structural 
characteristics of language. That is to say, formal markedness only presents opposite relationship through formal 
or structural opposition. In English vocabulary, not all the opposite relationships are reflected through formal or 
structural opposition like old/young, positive/negative, white/black, long/short. Two words in each pair share no 
formal or structural similarities, but they express totally opposite meaning. Sometimes, two words share 
similarities, but they do not stand for opposite meaning like partial/impartial. And even two words share 
similarities and express opposite meanings, it is not necessary for one to be marked in opposition to the one 
unmarked as in careful/careless, joyful/joyless, thankful/thankless, meaningful/meaningless. 

As is seen above, formal markedness describes markedness only within formal or structural frameworks, 
which shows obvious limitations and is far from covering the overall markedness phenomena in language use. 
Linguists discover that in a marked-unmarked pair, the marked one and the unmarked one do not enjoy the same 
scale or level, and the use of the marked one is limited compared with the unmarked one. In phonetics, the marked 
d and b are distributional limited compared with t and p. t and p are archiphonemes and can appear after s as in 
stop and spot. However, sdop and sbot are not correct. Similarly, skate is correct, but sgate is abnormal. Therefore, 
the unmarked one possesses wider use scale in phonetic environment than the marked one. This rule is also true in 
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semantics. 

Distributional Markedness 
In semantics, the unmarked ones are more general in meaning than the marked ones. Take old/young as an 

example, if you are asked “how old are you”, it does not mean “you are old”. Instead, you are required to tell your 
age. Old here is not the opposite of young, and “how old are you” equals to “what is your age”. Another example 
is about “how far is the station?”. Here far does not mean the station is far away, and maybe the station is one 
minute’s walk or even nearer. However, we still use “how far” to ask the distance to the station whether it is far or 
near. Similar example is as following: How big is the mooncake? Big here just refers to the size of the mooncake, 
and the mooncake is not necessarily big. If the mooncake is small, “how big is the mooncake” is still acceptable.  

From above, we can see old, far, and big do not stand directly opposite to young, near, and small, and their 
meanings are generalized and neutralized to “age”,” distance”, and “size” respectively. However, if young, near, 
and small take place of old, far, and big, the meaning of the sentences are totally different. “How young are you” 
presupposes that “you are young”. “How near is the station” implicates “the station is not far”. “How small is the 
mooncake” suggests “the mooncake is small”. Therefore, we can see the unmarked old, far, and big have neutral 
meaning and can be more widely used, while the marked young, near, and small are meaning-limited and can not 
be used under certain circumstances. 

Moreover, there are some other examples of the neutralization of the unmarked and the marked ones.  
(1) Taotao is stronger than me.  
(2)Taotao is weaker than me.  
In the above example, strong is an unmarked adjective and it can either express the meaning of “having great 

power esp of body” or the generalized meaning of “the degree of being strong”. In (1), strong is neutral and (1) 
does not mean “Taotao and I are both strong”. Maybe “we are weak” instead, but “Taotao is a little stronger than 
me”. However, (2) presupposes “Taotao and I are both weak definitely”. Another example: 

(1) How high is the building? 
(2) How low is the building? 
(1) has the neutral or general meaning of “what is the height of the building?”. It is unmarked. Even the 

building is one centimeter. High can also be used in this sentence. While (2) implicates the building is low. Why 
the unmarked high, old, far, big, and strong can be used in above contexts while the marked low, young, near, 
small, and weak cannot? More attempts are made to explore the causes. 

Boucher and Osgood employ Pollyanna Hypothesis to account for this phenomenon. Pollyanna Hypothesis 
believes that people tend to focus more on the bright side of the world, and they prefer to regard the words with 
positive meaning as the unmarked ones and the negatives as the marked ones. Therefore, we like to say “the 
object is not so large”, instead of saying “it is not so small”. Large becomes the unmarked one and is generalized 
and neutralized. Since different languages can easily provide counterexamples, their explanations seem lack of 
power. In Japanese, thin is the unmarked one and possesses the generalized meaning. Besides, for certain pair of 
antonyms, it is hard to distinguish which one is positive and unmarked and which one is negative and marked. 

Semantic Markedness 
The last type is semantic markedness. Semantic markedness means that the semantic-marked word is more 
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specific than the semantic-unmarked word. For example, actress is semantic specifically than actor. Waitress is 
semantic specifically than waiter. Actress and Waitress only refer to female, while actor and waiter not only can 
refer to male, but also can refer to female. Actor and waiter are unmarked and actress and waitress are marked. 
Actor and waiter are called superordinate, because actor includes female actor (actress) and male actor and 
waiter includes female waiter (waitress) and male waiter. However, in the following examples, we can see 
another case: 

(1) Is that person an actor or an actress? 
(2) Is that person a waiter or a waitress? 
We can sense actor and waiter are not actress and waitress’ superordinate. They are equal in connotation 

which refers to male actor and female actor, male waiter and female waiter respectively. The following examples 
can illustrate it more clearly: 

(1) Is that actor an actor or an actress? 
(2) Is that waiter a waiter or a waitress? 
Both sentences are acceptable. Here we should pay attention to the first actor and second actor in the first 

sentence. And first waiter and second waiter in the second sentence. The second actor and waiter are marked and 
they specifically refer to male dog and male waiter in contrast with actress (female actor) and waitress (female 
waiter). They are equal in connotation. However, the first actor and waiter are superordinate of second actor and 
waiter, because they include the male actor and male waiter. The first actor and waiter are also superordinate of 
actress and waitress. From above we can see that actor and waiter (see first actor and waiter in the above example) 
can be superordinate of actress and waitress; they can also be coordinates of actress and waitress and hyponyms 
of actor and waiter (see second actor and waiter in the above example). It can be seen that actor and waiter are 
more generalized than actress and waitress. However, not all words enjoy the same level of unmarkedness. For 
example: 

In cow/bull, cow is unmarked and bull is marked. So the sentence “those cows are over there” is acceptable. 
Maybe there are some bulls in those cows. However, it is illogical to say “that cow is a bull”. But it is acceptable 
to say “that dog is a bitch”. From here, it can be seen that dog is semantically distributed larger than cow. Another 
evidence is that: We can say female dog or male dog, but we can not say female cow or male cow. Male cow is 
self-contradictory, while using female to modify cow is meaningless. Moreover, man is much weaker than cow 
concerning unmarkedness. Man is in contrast with woman, and man can also refer to people, including women. 
As in the following example:  

Men are born equal.  
Here men are generalized to refer to people, even human beings. Of course women are included here. But 

man is not superordinate of woman. We cannot say “that man is a woman”. In “those men are swimming”, men 
does not include women here.  

The Relationship of Three Types of Markedness 

Even through these three types of markedness describe linguistic structure from different perspectives, there 
are still some similarities. Pairs possessing formal markedness often have distributional markedness at the same 
time. For example, in host/hostess and healthy/unhealthy, the later share both formal markedness and 
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distributional markedness at the same time. Of course, sometimes there are exceptions. For high/low and 
wide/narrow, they have distributional markedness but not formal markedness. Moreover, some words are 
formally unmarked but distributionaly marked. For example, count and prince are unmarked compared with 
countess and princess, but they are not suitable to more contexts.  

Generally speaking, words bear formal markedness often bear semantic markedness (happy/unhappy, 
heir/heiress). However, some words are formally marked but semantically unmarked (partial/impartial). And 
words which are semantically marked are not necessarily formally marked (dog/bitch, cow/bull). Semantic 
markedness and distributional markedness are relevant. All semantically marked words are distributionally 
marked. The differences between semantic markedness and distributional markedness lie in the following two 
points: Semantic markedness focuses on the distinctions between words and can distinguish different marked 
level, while distributional markedness focuses on the sphere of use of the words. 

Conclusion 

With the joint efforts of scholars and experts on the markedness, Markedness Theory achieves a great 
development and is applied to the study of a wider range of linguistic fields. Markedness Theory provides a new 
perspective to the study of language structure, and makes it easier to understand the certain linguistic phenomena. 
However, there are still problems and limitations for Markedness Theory. Continuous efforts should be made to 
enrich Markedness Theory and enlarge and deepen its application to other fields.  

References 
Clark, H. H., & Clark, E. V. (1977). Psychology and language (p. 95). New York: Harcourt Brace Hovanovich. 
Lycan, W. G. (2001). Real conditionals. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
Lyons, J. (1968). Introduction to theoretical linguistics (p. 467). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Lyons, J. (1995). Linguistic semantics: An introduction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Mey, J. L. (2001). Pragmatics: An introduction. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Segal, G. M. A. (2000). A slim book about narrow content. Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press. 
Trubetzkoy, N. S. (1969). Principles of phonology (p. 67). Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press.  
Turner, K. (1999). The semantics/pragmatics interface from different points of view. Oxford: Elsevier Science. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


