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1 Background
Affix rivalry occurs between affixes that have equivalent semantic functions and can therefore
compete in the formation of derivatives (Lindsay & Aronoff, 2013; Arndt-Lappe, 2014; Fradin,
2019; Huyghe & Varvara, 2023; a.o.). However, equivalence may be established only between
some of the functions of polyfunctional derivational processes. According to Lieber (2016),
for example, the English suffixes -ation and -al can both derive event (conversation, portrayal)
and result (coloration, acquittal) nouns, but only the former can be used to derive instrument
(decoration) and agent (administration) nouns.
The fact that rival affixes are not always strictly equivalent entails that morphological com-

petition should be considered a gradient relationship. Semantic differences observed between
rival affixes can be more or less important, and affixes can be seen as more or less rivaling
depending on how close they are semantically. This gradient nature of affix rivalry calls for
an appropriate, i.e. quantified, assessment. Ideally, a coefficient of competition should be
provided so that different situations of rivalry can be compared both within languages and
cross-linguistically.
This work introduces two similarity measures drawn from studies in ecology that can be

used to assess degrees of rivalry between polyfunctional affixes: the Sørensen index (Sørensen,
1948), which quantifies how similar two affixes are according to the proportion of functions
they share; and the Percentage similarity coefficient (as a complement to the Percentage differ-
ence index proposed by Odum, 1950), which quantifies how similar two affixes are considering
type frequencies. Two complementary measures — Balanced richness (for the Sørensen index)
and Balanced abundance (for the Percentage similarity coefficient) — are also provided to
further analyze the semantic dissimilarity between rival affixes. For instance, they can help
identify nestedness, i.e. when the functions of an affix A are a subset of the functions of an
affix B, and overlap, i.e. when two affixes A and B have functions in common but also specific
functions that are not covered by B and A, respectively (Plag, 1999; Guzmán Naranjo & Bonami,
2023; a.o.).

2 Case study
French deverbal suffixes often compete for morphosemantic functions (Dubois, 1962; Thiele,
1987; Huyghe & Wauquier, 2021; a.o.). In order to explore the potential of the proposed
measures, we selected six of them for a case study: 3 eventive suffixes (-ade, -ment, -ure) and
3 agentive suffixes (-aire, -ant, -eur). Given that morphological competition can only be in-
vestigated through the lexicon, a random sample of 100 French deverbal nouns formed with
each suffix was retrieved from the French web corpus FRCOW16A (Schäfer & Bildhauer, 2012;
Schäfer, 2015). To identify functions, each collected noun was then semantically analyzed
using a double classification (Salvadori & Huyghe, 2023) that distinguishes between the onto-
logical description of the referent (e.g. animate entity, artifact, event) and the relation with
the eventuality denoted by the base verb (e.g. agent, instrument, result). In total, 21 ontologi-
cal and 18 relational classes were considered and assigned to nouns using linguistic tests and



definitions taken from the literature (Flaux & Van de Velde, 2000; Petukhova & Bunt, 2008;
Haas et al., 2022; a.o.). The different measures were finally applied to the 6 suffixes based on
the 782 word meanings and 37 functions identified in the dataset.

Figure 1: Scores for the incidence- (Sørensen similarity and Balanced richness) and abundance-
based (Percentage similarity and Balanced abundance) measures. Pairs of suffixes are ordered
from top to bottom by decreasing similarity.

Figure 2: Ranking of the suffix pairs according to the
Sørensen vs. Percentage similarity measures.

Overall, the results of the case
study support the need to approach
affix rivalry as a gradient phe-
nomenon. As shown in Figure 1,
there are no perfect rivals in the
sample and almost all suffixes com-
pete — even in very small propor-
tions. It remains that the pairs com-
posed of suffixes belonging to the
same semantic group (i.e. agentive
or eventive) obtain higher scores
than those contrasting two types of
suffixes.
The proposed measures high-

light different facets of similarity
relationships and complement each
other accordingly. As incidence-
based measures, the Sørensen and
Balanced richness indices allow in-
depth investigation of functionality structures. As abundance-based measures, the Percentage
similarity and Balanced abundance indices can weight functional rivalry by realization fre-
quency and shed a different light on the sharing of functions. The comparison between the two
types of measures informs on the architecture of rivalries and on the (in)congruence between
the number of shared functions and the number of derivatives that instantiate these functions.
In this sample, there is a strong and significant correlation between the Sørensen and the Per-
centage similarity scores (Mantel test: r= .868, p< .01). This suggests that suffixes that have
many functions in common also tend to present a relatively even distribution of derivatives
across shared functions, although some exceptions can be noted. For example, while the suf-



fixes -ment and -ure are the most similar according to the Sørensen index, they lose 5 places in
the ranking based on the Percentage similarity measure (see Figure 2), meaning that, although
they share a high number of functions, they realize them at different frequencies.

3 Conclusion
This work introduces different measures of affix rivalry and explores their potential through the
analysis of a sample of 600 nouns formed with 6 nominalizing suffixes in French. The metrics
presented in the study should be considered a first step toward a comprehensive measurement
of morphological competition. They do not account for the diachronic evolution and change in
productivity that can affect rivalry in the long run, nor do they inform about the availability of
an affix when coining new words at a given point in time. In the future, these similarity indices
could be examined diachronically and could also be combined with productivity measures to
improve the assessment of rivalry.
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