
In t roduct ion

Mark Aronoff & Livio Gaeta

The study of morphologica l product ivity has been  a  fur t ive act iv-
it y a mong lingu ist s since it s incept ion , for  good r ea son . While t he
modern  academic field of linguist ics has a lways th r ived on  methods
and phenomena  tha t  a re discrete, a ll-or-none, ra ther  than  con t inu-
ous, more-or-less, product ivity is inheren t ly cont inuous, and thus fun-
damenta lly incompat ible with  the basic methods of the field.

The simplest  mechan ism for  dea ling with  phenomena  tha t  a re
incompat ible with  societa l norms is den ia l. In  linguist ics, the denia l
of var iable product ivity has taken  severa l forms. The most  obvious of
these has been  to take advantage of the dist inct ion  between  linguist ic
competence (grammar) and linguist ic per formance (language use) by
decla r ing tha t  product ivity and other  gradien t  ma t t er s a r e pa r t  of
per formance ra ther  than  par t  of competence. But  when  two mat ters
a r e t r u ly in depen den t , t h en  we pr edict  t h a t  t h ey sh ou ld h a ve n o
effect  on  one another. Especia lly if language it self (grammar) is con-
ceptua lly pr ior  to it s use, then  there should be no feedback from use
to language. If we find feedback from product ivity to grammar, then
either  grammar  and use a re not  separable (the more radica l conclu-
sion) or  (the more conserva t ive conclusion) product ivity is in  fact  not
a mat ter  of use and hence grammar  includes a t  least  some var iable
phenomena . But  it  has been  shown t ime and aga in  tha t  differences in
product ivity a re indeed reflected direct ly as differences in  both  mean-
ing and form: the individua l pieces of more product ive processes a re
more easily iden t ifiable both  phonologica lly and seman t ica lly than
those of less product ive processes, a ll of which  makes it  difficu lt  to
deny tha t  product ivity is linguist ic.

In  order  to isola te differences in  product ivity from other  factors,
we must  find set s of what  we ca ll r iva ls, morphologica l processes tha t
have the same funct ion  and differ  pr imar ily in  product ivity (The fact
tha t  such  set s a re qu ite easy to find is in  and of it self a  st r iking indic-
a tor  tha t  these set s must  be serving some purpose.). The best -known
example set  of r iva l morphologica l processes is tha t  compr ising the
th ree English  su ffixes -ness, -ity, and -th . Of the th ree, -ness is the
m ost  pr odu ct ive over a ll a n d is t h er efor e oft en  t er m ed t h e gen er a l
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defau lt , while -th is so unproduct ive tha t  we might  be tempted to dis-
m iss  it  fr om  con sider a t ion  t h ou gh , a s  we will sh ow sh or t ly, it  is
unwise to do so.

What  is most  remarkable about  the fir st  two suffixes is tha t  they
permit  the format ion  of pa ir s of word tokens tha t  differ  precisely in
the two suffixes: productivity and productiveness, for  example. Let  us
ca ll these forms Xity and Xness. It  has been  shown tha t , in  genera l,
for  the set  of a ll pa ir s xiity and xiness (where xi is an  adject ive), there
are more words of the form xiness and, for  any given  pa ir  xiity and
xiness, the meaning of the la t ter  is more direct ly predictable from the
meaning of xi . Also, given  a  la rge enough corpus, we will encounter
more words of the form xiness occur r ing only once in  the corpus than
words of the form xiity. Fina lly, na t ive speakers of English  a re more
likely to accept  a  word of the form xiness than  one of the form xiity
and will do so more qu ickly. These and other  findings poin t  t o the
conclusion  tha t  -ness is more product ive than  -ity.

For  a  linguist  ra ised on  the a ll or  none, it  is very tempt ing to t ry
to encode the difference between  a  more and a  less product ive process
in  absolu te terms as one between  a  product ive and an  unproduct ive
process, bu t  the case a t  hand shows th is st r a tegy to be ill-advised.
Fir st , there is the problem of -th , which  t ru ly is unproduct ive. If we
don’t  want  to relega te -ity to the same sta tus, then  we have to define
som e s t a t u s  in t er m edia t e bet ween  pr odu ct ive a n d u n pr odu ct ive,
which ra ises suspicions about  our  whole a t tempt  to reduce the con-
t inuous to the discrete. Second, it  t u rns ou t  tha t  -ity is not  a lways
less product ive than  -ness. Although -ness is the defau lt  process for
forming abst ract  nouns from adject ives in  English , a fter  cer ta in  suf-
fixes, notably the product ive La t ina te suffixes -a l and -a ble or  -ible,
-ity is more product ive, according to the cr iter ia  noted above. Thus, if
we take the adject ive computa ble, formed from compute, and want  to
fur ther  form an  abst ract  noun  from th is adject ive, we will a lmost  cer -
t a in ly form  compu ta bility in st ead of compu ta bleness. Simila r ly for
ot h er  pr odu ct ively for m ed wor ds en din g in  -a ble. On ly if t h e ba se
-a ble word is it self not  product ively der ived can  -ness ever  be the pre-
fer r ed su ffix, a s it  is, for  exa m ple, wit h  com for ta ble, wh ich  is  n ot
t ransparen t ly rela te to the verb comfor t.

To return  to our  main  poin t , if -ity is somet imes more product ive
than  -ness, then  it  will not  do to simply ca ll -ity unproduct ive and
-ness product ive, since the rela t ive ranking of the two somet imes goes
one way and somet imes the other. But  once we acknowledge tha t  pro-
duct ivity can  be gradien t , then  these fact s a re no longer  puzzling.

More radica lly, it  may even  be usefu l to abandon the not ion  tha t
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the two suffixes a re r iva ls for  he same slot , a  not ion  tha t  is rooted in
the Saussurean  doct r ine tha t  language must  a lways consist  of oppos-
it ions (which  is a lso most  compa t ible with  the r ea liza t iona l fr ame-
work tha t  has domina ted most  approaches to in flect ion  in  the la st
decade). In st ead, we can  view each  of t hese su ffixes a s a  sepa ra t e
it em, a  lexeme of sor t s, whose product ivity va r ies depending on  it s
morphologica l environment , bu t  en t ir ely independen t ly of wha t  we
h a d  pr eviou s ly t r ea t ed  a s  it s  r iva l. I f -n ess is  a  defa u lt , t h a t  is
because it  happens to be product ive when there is no specific morphol-
ogica l environment . On such  a  view, two suffixes a re r iva ls on ly sec-
ondar ily, in  those environments where both  reach  a  sufficien t  level of
product ivity to clash  with  one another.

But  if we a llow the cont inuous view to in t rude to the poin t  tha t
ea ch  m or ph ologica l pr ocess m a y va r y in  pr odu ct ivit y a ll by it self
a lon g a  com plet ely con t in u ou s  sca le, a r e we n ot  a ba n don in g t h e
Sa ussu rea n  en t erpr ise en t ir ely? Th is sa me quest ion  emerged over
th ir ty yea r s ago, with  the adven t  of William Labov’s va r iable ru le.
One of us remembers simply refusing as a  gradua te student  to admit
the possibility of such  a  concept , which  has now a lso emerged in  opt i-
mality theory as the va r iably weigh ted const ra in t . We must  under -
stand, though, tha t  what  var ies cont inuously is not  the ru le or  pro-
cess or  const r a in t , bu t  r a t h er  t he pr oba bilit y of it s a pplica t ion . In
genera l, we may st ill main ta in  the posit ion  tha t  linguist ic en t it ies a re
defined in  terms of discrete opposit ions, bu t  tha t  their  contextua l dis-
t r ibu t ion  is  det er m in ed pr oba bilis t ica lly. Th e a ckn owledgm en t  of
probabilist ic genera liza t ions thus does no more harm to the discrete
aspects of language than  sta t ist ica l mechanics does to those aspects
of physics.

Once we admit  t ha t  product ivity is both  pa r t  of language and
probabilist ic in  na ture, then  we must  a lso admit  new methods to the
study of language, some of which are admirably applied in  the a r t i-
cles in  th is volumes. One can  a lso hope tha t  these methods will be
extendible to other  aspects of language. Time will t ell. In  any case,
the study of product ivity proves once aga in  tha t  when  we overcome
denia l or  t aboo, we learn  tha t  what  we have feared so long is not  rea l-
ly fr igh ten ing, indeed tha t  it  can  lead to grea ter  pleasure and knowl-
edge. As the a r t icles in  th is volume a ll show, the acknowledgment  of
the probabilist ic na ture of morphologica l product ivity leads not  in to
perdit ion , but  ra ther  in to a  grea ter  understanding of the wonders of
language. And tha t , a fter  a ll, is what  linguist ics is about .
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