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Nominal	suffixes	-er and	-or

• Typically	derive	agentive	or	instrumental	
nouns	from	verbs:	driver,	governor,	filler
– Also:	person	‘concerned	with	N’	/	‘living	in	N’
– Here:	division	into	animate	vs.	inanimate

• -or:	Latinate	variant	of	-er
– Pronounced	identically	(adviser/advisor)
à treated	as	a	single	suffix	here
(Plag	2003:	89;	Bauer	2001:	199–203)



Productivity	of	-er and	-or

• Sociolinguistic	variation?
– “Default”	suffix	(Bauer	et	al.	2013:	232)	à no?
– Säily (2011):	women	use	-ity less	productively	
than	men;	lower-class	women:	also	-ness
• Gendered	styles?

• Productivity	≈ type	frequency
– Number	of	different	words	containing	the	suffix
– Baayen (2009),	Säily &	Suomela (2009)



Material

• BNC	=	British	National	Corpus,	early	1990s
– Demographically	sampled	spoken	component,	
both	gender	&	social	class	known:
358	speakers,	2.6	Mw

• CEEC	=	Corpora	of	Early	English	
Correspondence,	C18	section	(1680–1800)
– Speech-like	genre,	social	metadata
– 315	writers,	2.2	Mw



Methods

• Types	cross-checked	with	MorphoQuantics
(Laws	&	Ryder	2014a,	b)

• CEEC:	FiCa interface	for	classifying	data	
(developed	by	Eetu Mäkelä)

• Analysis	of	productivity:	types2
(Suomela 2014,	2015)





FiCa



types2
A	tool	for	exploring	word-frequency

differences	in	corpora



Comparing	word	frequencies

• Type	frequency	=	extent	of	use	or	realised	
productivity	(Baayen 2009)
– Cannot	be	normalised	à difficult	to	compare
subcorpora,	e.g.	different	social	groups

• types2:	permutation	testing
– Compare	single	subcorpus with	multiple	randomly	
composed	subcorpora of	the	same	size

– Random	subcorpora sampled	from	the	entire	
corpus	à represent	what	is	normal	in	it



Exploring	word	frequencies

• Typically:	static	tables,	figures
– Not	conducive	to	rapid	exploration

• Interpretation of	results?
– Need	to	go	back	to	the	concordances	&	metadata

• types2:	online	interface	with	interactive	
figures,	linked	data



Case	1:	BNC
Demographically	sampled	spoken	component,	

early	1990s













BNC:	Summary	of	results

• Men	use	-ermore	productively	than	women

• Especially	older	men,	even	at	home

• Working-class	women	underuse	animate	-er



Women’s	use	of	inanimate	-er



Men’s	use	of	inanimate	-er



Who	are	the	male	users?



Older	men	at	home



Men’s	use	of	animate	-er





BNC:	Interpretation	of	results
• Men	use	-ermore	productively	than	women
– Focus	on	tools	&	occupations,	playful	name-calling:	
masculine	identity-building?

• Especially	older	men,	even	at	home
– Keune et	al.	(2006,	2012):	highly	educated	older	men	
are	the	most	productive	users	of	Dutch	affixes

– Štekauer et	al.	(2005):	highly	educated	older	speakers	
prefer	more	explicit	naming	strategies	in	English

• Working-class	women	underuse	animate	-er
– Prefer	other	strategies	of	referring	to	people?
– Involved	style?	à fewer	nouns	(cf.	Säily 2011)



Case	2:	CEEC
Corpora	of	Early	English	Correspondence,

1680–1800	(pilot	results,	handle	with	care!)





















CEEC:	Summary	of	results

• Productivity	of	-er increases	over	time
– Inanimate	-er very	infrequent	compared	to	BNC

• Men	writing	to	their	close	friends	overuse	-er

• Clergy	underuse	-er



Men’s	use	of	-er to	close	friends



Who	are	the	male	users	(TC)?



CEEC:	Interpretation	of	results

• Productivity	of	-er increases	over	time
– Stylistic	change	or	continued	semantic	expansion?	
(Säily forthcoming,	-ity;	Dalton-Puffer	1994)

– Inanimate	-er very	infrequent	compared	to	BNC
• Later	technological	developments?

• Men	writing	to	their	close	friends	overuse	-er
– Less stable	relationship	a	trigger	for	productivity?
(cf.	Wolfson	1990;	Säily forthcoming,	-ity)

• Clergy	underuse	-er
– ???



Future	work

• Further	classification
– Agent/instrument/location?
– Occasional/habitual/professional	agent?	
(cf.	Dalton-Puffer	1994)

– By	word	class	&	etymology	of	base
• Study	both	derivation	and	inflection
– Next:	inflectional	comparative	-er
– Similar	variation	&	change	in	productivity?
à both	contribute	to	syntheticity (Danchev 1992)
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