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Abstract: Ecological models of competition have provided great explanatory power regarding
synonymy in derivational morphology. Competition models of this type have certainly shown
their utility, as they have demonstrated, among other things, the relevance of frequency measures,
productivity, compositionality and analyzability when comparing the development of morphological
constructions. There has been less consideration of alternative models that could be used to describe
the historical co-development of suffixes that produce words with sometimes similar forms or
meanings but are not inevitably or solely in competition. The symbiotic model proposed in this article
may help answer larger questions in linguistics, such as how best to analyze certain multilingual
morphological phenomena, including the emergence of semantically similar forms within the same
language. The present study demonstrates the importance of a diachronic approach in situations of
near-synonymy, as an understanding of semantic similarity necessitates a review of the available
historical record. In particular, our study focuses on the case of the suffix -eer (e.g., marketeer) in
English, analyzing its origins, semantics, compositionality, and historical development, including its
symbiotic relationship to the similar suffix -er (e.g., marketer).

Keywords: competition; symbiosis; suffix; derivative; frequency; morphology; borrowing

1. Introduction

It is evident that many linguists—and perhaps morphologists, in particular—have
great interest in competition among linguistic phenomena. Morphological competition
has been defined as “the inevitable onomasiological pressure to choose between alterna-
tive candidate constructions in expressing a certain function” (Leclercq and Morin 2023,
pp. 11–12); yet another definition holds that “words that express closely related meanings
or grammatical constructions that have closely related functions in discourse are in com-
petition with one another” (Goldberg 2019, p. 142). Competition between morphological
constructions has been a topic of considerable debate in recent years (e.g., Štekauer 2017;
Fernández-Domínguez 2017; Mattiello 2018; Fernández-Alcaina and Čermák 2018; Smith
2020; Rodríguez-Puente et al. 2022).

It is notable that the word competition evokes metaphors of economics or games, which
are also apparent in morphological frameworks that study elements such as “profitability”
(Bauer 2001) or “rivalry” (Nagano 2023; Huyghe and Varvara 2023). Competition mod-
els have been useful in helping morphologists think through the relevance of frequency
measures and productivity (Hay and Baayen 2002; Hilpert 2013) and compositionality and
analyzability (Lieber 2016; Hippisley and Stump 2016) to the development of morpho-
logical constructions. Even so, at times it is beneficial to question our own frameworks’
assumptions; occasionally, certain data may demand we do so. In this article, we explore
this question: can some derivational affixes be more accurately described using a diachronic
approach and the ecological metaphor of symbiosis rather than that of competition?

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 begins with a brief description of
our study, followed by a review of our theoretical framework and competition as an
ecological model. The section closes with a literature review of previous work on the
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suffix -eer and a historical overview of the suffix in English. Our Section 3 elaborates
our research process and provides additional relevant information for the study results
and data, which were collected from the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and several
corpora at english-corpora.org: the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
(Davies 2008–2024), the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA) (Davies 2010),
and the Early English Books Online Corpus (EEBO) (Davies 2017). Any reference in
this paper to “dictionary”, “definition”, “dictionary meaning”, or “dictionary definition”
are referring to the OED. Section 4 identifies historical changes in the lexical domains,
productivity, and decomposability of -eer from its earliest uses to the present day. The
subsequent Discussion evaluates competition as an ecological model and how it compares
to our proposed symbiotic model. Section 6 discusses issues with applying a symbiosis
model alongside a competition model. Our Conclusion reiterates our contention regarding
the value of symbiosis as complementary to other ecological models of competition in
morphology, and we emphasize the importance of diachronic research when working with
morphological synonymy (or near-synonymy).

2. Background and Aims

This study presents a diachronic analysis of the -eer suffix in English (e.g., musketeer),
from the earliest attested French borrowings to the status of the suffix in Present-Day
English. Based on our data, we argue that there may be richer analyses for certain morpho-
logical phenomena if we consider forms as coexisting rather than competing. This distinction
arises from an interpretation of competition that typically situates linguistic phenomena
in a sort of marketplace, where winners are the productive constructions and the losers
are not. We consider data on -eer through the lens of a competition model, that is, the
competition between -eer and -er in forming agent constructions (e.g., harpooneer/harpooner
and orienteer/orienter), and highlight the limitations of such an analysis. We contend that a
symbiotic model can shift the focus of analysis from the pressure to resolve a competition
to the dependent or interdependent meaning potential that differentiates near-synonymous
constructions. We use “near-synonymous” or “near-synonym” in line with Divjak (2006)
and Geeraerts et al. (2023), to indicate “lexemes that are characterized by high similarity
and low contrastivity in meaning” (Divjak 2006, p. 21). By “meaning potential” (Hanks
2013), we mean that “meanings are contextually bound” and that the overall understanding
of a derivative involves dictionary information (or definitions) in consideration of variable
contextual information (p. 66).

2.1. Competition and Symbiosis: Theoretical Background

We adopt a usage-based approach to language as a complex adaptive system and a
network model of linguistic storage and processing in which the morphological structure
among lexemes is demonstrated via frequent patterns of phonological and/or semantic
links (Bybee 1985, 2006, 2010; Tomasello 2005). Our approach also benefits from work in
the fields of Construction Grammar (Goldberg 1995; Croft 2001; Goldberg 2019) and Con-
struction Morphology (Booij 2012; Booij and Audring 2018; Booij 2019), wherein the locus
of description and analysis for morphological patterns are “constructions” or “systemic
pairings of form and meaning” which constitute words or phrases (Booij 2012, p. 343).
These “constructions” are not just words but also phrases and idioms that collectively
form what has been termed the “constructicon”: a “network of interrelated knowledge of
language” (Goldberg 2019, p. 145). Although we do not fully adopt Construction Grammar
or Construction Morphology as our primary analytical framework, we take insights from
these approaches for several of our definitions, including the lexicon and schemas as well
as compositionality and analyzability (see Section 3). The lexicon can be defined as a
“multidimensional network of relations between words and morphological schemas of
various degrees of abstractness” (Booij and Audring 2018, p. 67). Schemas are derived from
“sets of complex words that exhibit a certain systematic form-meaning correspondence”
(p. 70).
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In some types of nominalization processes, such as derivation, polysemy can develop
when multiple processes are applicable (e.g., -eer vs. -er nominalization). Polysemy in
semantic theory has “moved from a static conception. . .in which senses are well-defined
linguistic units (just like, say, phonemes or morphemes are discrete elements within the
structure of a language) to a much more flexible and dynamic view of meaning” (Geeraerts
et al. 2023, p. 50). Lieber’s (2016) Lexical Semantic Framework informs our view of
polysemy in constructions, specifically, that the potential influence of context cannot be
understated, especially when dealing with near-synonymous forms. Lieber elaborates the
importance of context further: “in the same way that adaptation to multiple environments
can happen with organisms, interpretations of [derivatives] may adapt to their sentential
and discourse context” (p. 185).

Lieber’s (2016) reference to morphemes as “organisms” invites deeper consideration
of ecological models of morphological competition. Her metaphor of a derivational ecosys-
tem illustrates how “if we think of morphological types (specific affixes, conversion) as
analogous to organisms and readings (agent, location) as analogous to habitats, we can
imagine each affix as occupying one or more semantic niches” (p. 57). Ecological models
also play a large role in Aronoff’s (2023) summative discussion of Gause’s (1934) Principle
of Competitive Exclusion. Aronoff contends:

The over-arching property that governs both blocking and elsewhere distribu-
tion is competitive exclusion. This top-down property of languages and of all
self-organizing systems makes it difficult (though not impossible) for any two
morphological patterns or two words to occupy the same niche. Given enough
time, one will oust the other. (p. 60)

Such a contention is in line with Goldberg’s Principle of No Synonymy: “speakers will
not randomly have to choose between two structures with a similar meaning. Instead, a
functional differentiation will emerge in which certain contexts will lead to the preference of
one construction over the other” (Hoffmann 2022, p. 79; emphasis added). In other words,
“this principle states that pure synonymy (whereby two linguistic signs serve exactly the
same function) does not exist and that any difference in form should entail a difference in
meaning” (Leclercq and Morin 2023, p. 2). Ecological models of competition can help us
explain how a derivative settles into a semantic niche because no two derivatives can be
purely synonymous.

Just like organisms in an ecosystem, the proliferation of one will affect other, simi-
lar organisms. Likewise, a high-frequency derivative can affect other near-synonymous
forms, with the result being the relegation of such near-synonyms to highly contextual
semantic niches.

Variation among near-synonyms in context or across dialects is discussed extensively
as a social phenomenon in Geeraerts et al. (2023). They approach synonymy from an ono-
masiological perspective in which variation among near-synonymous terms can constitute
an overlap of meaning, where one term is broader (“trousers”) than the other (“breeches”).
But there remains the potential for the terms to be used interchangeably (p. 11). At the
individual level, that choice is influenced by a “semantic frame” or “a structured abstraction
or idealization of a set of coherent contexts” (Goldberg 2019, p. 12). Regarding the interpre-
tation of individual words, Goldberg argues that “neural areas that relate those words to
various actions or perceptions may also be reliably activated, suggesting that our sensory
knowledge, whether directly experienced or imagined, is linked to word meanings. . .words
evoke rich conceptual and perceptual information gleaned from the contexts in which the
words have been witnessed” (p. 13).

Language users “recognize ‘semantic niches’” (Hüning and Booij 2014, p. 595) and
via “analogical relations” they can recognize new patterns of productivity. A competition
model asserts distribution to highly contextual semantic niches as a possible resolution of
competing forms, as a competition necessarily implies that one form wins (and remains)
while the other loses (and does not). According to Gause’s Principle of Competitive Exclu-
sion, “no two species with identical ecological niches can coexist in a stable equilibrium”
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(Aronoff 2019, p. 41). As a result, one species will survive and the other will become
extinct, unless their ecological niches become distinct enough to reduce or eliminate the
competition that occupying “identical ecological niches” presents. This process is referred
to as “ecological niche differentiation”, that is, when “natural selection drives competing
species into different distribution patterns of resource use” (p. 44). When a semantic niche
is occupied by more than one affix, then those affixes are said to be in competition.

We use “semantic niche” to refer to the meaning of a construction with regard to both
dictionary information and a specific context. Thus, the semantic niche is the contextually
specific usage of a construction that determines how the meaning potential of that con-
struction is interpreted. If one has a bucket of wax, there is unlimited potential in how it
can be molded, but the wax must be poured into a mold (i.e., context) to be made into a
specific shape (i.e., the semantic niche). In other words, the meaning potential is just that—
potential—and must be molded by a context to produce a highly specialized semantic niche.
For example, a community of speakers may have a shared semantic understanding of a
word such as auction, whose definition in a particular historical context might be reflected
in the OED. And from there the constructions auctioneer and/or auctioner might also be
created within that community and be shaped and differentiated by contextual usage.

A competition model would typically predict the derivative of the more frequent
suffix -er to be more strongly associated with the general, dictionary definition of the base
and the derivative of the less frequent -eer suffix to be the form with niche meaning. We
suspect a correlation between the more frequent form and the derivative that exemplifies
the dictionary definition of the base. In our observations, the -er suffix is far more frequent
than the -eer suffix and much more likely to signal a general, non-niche agentive meaning,
e.g., marketer ‘a person who buys or sells in a market’ vs. marketeer ‘a supporter of Britain’s
entry into the European Common Market’ or ‘a person involved in the practice of installing
as a short-odds favorite a horse which has no chance of winning a race’ (OED). In the
unusual case of auctioneer/auctioner, though, the typical prediction does not apply: it turns
out that the -er form has more meaning potential for niche semantics.

In COCA, auctioneer is counted 747 times, while auctioner occurs once. This single
occurrence of auctioner is in reference to a satirical text from the 18th century titled The
Compleat Auctioner1. This use of auctioner may have been formed on analogy to other -er
formations in titles of books of this era—in particular, The Compleat Angler, a popular text
about fishing. The meaning potential differentiating auctioneer from auctioner ranges from
historical or antiquated (perhaps ‘an old-fashioned way of saying auctioneer’ when used in
Present-Day English) to satirical (perhaps ‘a parody of an auctioneer’ or ‘a parody of an -er
form used in the title of a popular book’ in 18th-century contexts). These meaning potentials
represent possible niches associated with The Compleat Auctioner and make auctioner distinct
from auctioneer. In this account, it is not necessary to assume that these derivatives are
competing with one another, nor to assume that -eer and -er are competing for the same
base (as if it were a scarce resource). The frequency distribution does not necessarily make
auctioner or -er a “loser” and auctioneer or -eer a “winner”, despite the latter word having a
significantly higher frequency.

The case of auctioneer/auctioner suggests that niche meaning may be available to either
suffix via the contrast between two near-synonymous forms and their relationship to one
another in their respective networks of meaning. It is possible for either -er or -eer to
produce a niche meaning in comparison to the other: auctioner has a distinct meaning
because it both shows a relation to and contrasts with the more general auctioneer; marketeer
receives unique meaning largely because it is connected to and different from the more
frequent marketer. Thus, both marketeer and auctioner have developed niche meanings
related to the dictionary definition of their bases. In each word’s niche context, an evaluative
interpretation influences the ultimate meaning of the derivative. Because the meaning of
auctioner depends on auctioneer, and marketeer depends on marketer, we suggest that the
relationship between lexemes in both -er and -eer may be symbiotic rather than competitive:
the meaning potential of one or both forms is reinforced by that of the other. From this
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perspective, near-synonymous derivatives share dependent meanings, with either suffix
having potential to produce a niche distinction.

2.2. Competition and Symbiosis Models of Morphology: A Spectrum

In biology, SYMBIOSIS is defined as “[a] long-term association between two or more
organisms of different species” (Moya et al. 2008, p. 218). It is usually separated into
three types: PARASITISM (when one species benefits while the other is adversely affected),
COMMENSALISM (when one species benefits without affecting the other), and MUTUALISM

(when both species benefit) (p. 220).
Bybee and Beckner emphasize that biological models may be quite helpful for under-

standing linguistic processes:

In biology, strikingly similar forms or strategies may evolve in different locations
or times, among organisms that occupy the same ecological niche. . . Such con-
vergences arise not because of over-arching design or goals, but rather because
similar interacting, local processes operate in many environments. . . in biology
slight differences in form may arise because initial conditions are not the same or
the ecological pressures differ. (Bybee and Beckner 2015, p. 194)

We can visualize this phenomenon in morphology with Figure 1, that is, symbiosis
and competition existing on a spectrum. On the far end of the competition side of the
spectrum is what we refer to as “hard” competition, meaning that in some models of
morphological competition (primarily those concerned with inflection) there is a hard
demand for resolution with one beneficiary or winner, in which case the detrimental effect
on the loser is its complete (or almost complete) erasure. This is typically when, in Aronoff’s
(2023) words, “resolution is driven by the existence of inflectional classes” (p. 56). One
example of hard competition might be the loss of -th as an inflectional marker of the
third person singular (e.g., walketh) in favor of -s (e.g., walks) during the Late Middle and
Early Modern English periods (Walker 2017). Next on the spectrum is “soft” competition
(mostly derivation), a model which assumes a pressure to resolve competition but does not
necessarily resolve it completely. An example of soft competition (or at least a less extreme
competition than most inflectional examples) can perhaps be seen with -ity (e.g., divinity),
which “grew with the sets of suffixed borrowings from French and Latin, but -ness began
to dominate with certain borrowed suffixes (e.g., -ive). The struggle continues to this day:
neither had driven the other to extinction in any morphological subdomain of adjectives”
(Aronoff 2023, p. 57)2.

By “benefit” in Figure 1, we mean that the form is strongly associated with the dictio-
nary definition or that it is relegated to a productive niche meaning, and by “detriment”
we mean that the form falls out of use or is confined to a niche meaning with little to no
productivity. Competition models assume a resolution to the competition in question, or at
the very least a pressure for the competition to resolve (even if it never actually resolves).

However, this lack of resolution does not have to be interpreted as a competition or
struggle between two forms. It should be noted that prior scholars who have discussed
competition and rivalry at length also acknowledge that affixes might not always be com-
peting once they settle into niches (Plag 1999, p. 227) or stylistically differentiate from one
another (Bauer 2001, p. 208). Several studies have also described affixal niche differenti-
ation as quite similar to processes observed in ecological systems (Lindsay and Aronoff
2013; Arndt-Lappe 2014; Aronoff 2016), though these studies frame it as a consequence of
competition rather than symbiosis. Aronoff (2023) recognizes two types of competition
(i.e., what we term “hard” and “soft” in Figure 1) as accounting for the difference between
competition in inflection and derivation. The pressure to resolve either type of competition
(i.e., “hard” or “soft”) is the assumed impetus for the development of niche distribution.
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Our model of symbiosis in morphology (Figure 1) allows for other ecological possibili-
ties than just competition that might explain the development of niching and the lack of
resolution. In a competition between suffixes, the two competitors are not understood to
have meaning that is dependent on one another, even if the meanings of their derivatives
are dependent on the meaning of the shared base. Niche distribution on the symbiosis
side of the spectrum is the result of shared meaning, where typically one form exemplifies
the dictionary definition of the base and the other, while still associated with the same
definition, presents a unique, evaluative interpretation (i.e., a semantic niche). In a symbi-
otic relationship between suffixes, the respective meanings of the suffixes are in some way
dependent on each other. Although the meaning of a shared base also informs the mean-
ings of their near-synonymous derivatives, the ultimate understanding of one derivative’s
meaning is dependent on the other (or perhaps the meanings are interdependent).

A potential morphological example of PARASITISM could be involved in the particular
case of -ic and -ical (e.g., historic/historical; see Gries 2001; Kaunisto 2007; Lindsay and
Aronoff 2013). Lindsay and Aronoff (2013) argue that while -ic is a generally more pro-
ductive form, -ical has largely survived by developing a niche in which it is more likely
than -ic to attach to words with the <-olog-> sequence (e.g., tautological). But it is important
to note that there is also an implied dependency between certain -ic and -ical derivatives.
Some uses of -ical suggest a strong semantic relationship to -ic, particularly in pairings
such as analytic/analytical. It is possible to see such doublets as developing through a sort
of parasitism, where the -ical variants can thrive off the back of the emergence of closely
related -ic formations, or vice versa. (And perhaps the doublets survive because speakers
desire free variation or stylistic choice, e.g., she has an analytic/analytical mind, where both
options might be very close synonyms for some speakers.) Moreover, parasitism might
also characterize the relationship between -ic and -al within such constructions. If -ical is
not treated as a single morpheme, we can analyze lexemes such as analytical as a deriva-
tion of an -ic derivative (i.e., analytical = analytic + -al, ‘pertaining to analytics; taking an
analytic approach’). The meaning of the -al derivative thus entails the meaning of an -ic
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derivative—a dependent relationship. If, hypothetically, -ic were to disappear, these uses
of -ical would be likely to disappear as well. Even though -al is an adjectivizing suffix
like -ic, it does not typically compete with it for the same bases: there would probably be
no *analytal. Metaphorically, perhaps, the -al in -ical sequences “feeds off” of and benefits
from -ic—a parasitic rather than competitive dynamic that ultimately affects the -ic and
-ical relationship.

COMMENSALISM may perhaps describe certain suffix relationships, such as analogical
ones, in which the productivity of one suffix is promoted by another but not necessarily
vice versa. The feminine agentive -ess, for example, seemed to spread via analogy to words
ending in -er/-or, such as governor (governess), murderer (murderess), and waiter (waitress)
(Marchand 1960, p. 227). In other words, the existence of widespread -er/-or derivatives
clearly aided the spread of -ess for those speakers who wanted to distinguish derivatives
with distinct meanings denoting female agency. But it is less likely that -or/-er productivity
was as dependent on -ess. Even so, it is arguable that there could have also been a dimension
of MUTUALISM in these suffixes’ relationships, since the feminine agency of derivatives
such as murderess perhaps reinforced a male or non-feminine meaning in murderer (and
similarly for other -ess/-er pairings). For these sorts of derivatives, the interdependent
meanings may suggest a sort of mutual suffix co-development rather than competition.

It is thus possible for a morphological process to have both commensal and mutual
dimensions. In fact, in biological studies, judging a symbiotic relationship to be either
commensal or mutual is not unusual. Studies of symbiosis between frogs and spiders have
suggested symbiotic relationships of both commensalism and mutualism (see Dundee et al.
2012; Bascoules and Smith 2021).

It is useful to relate such symbiotic relationships between derivatives to the concept
of meaning potential, which helps characterize doublets such as marketer/marketeer. The
more generally understood and frequent use of -er contrasts with the meaning potential
specified by the semantic niches of -eer on the same base (i.e., including specific market
contexts such as horse betting and the European Common Market). The meanings of
marketeer are relevant to the dictionary definition of the base but are not as closely related
to that definition as is marketer. At the same time, marketeer is frequent enough that its
evaluative meaning serves as a contrast to that of marketer. It is then reasonable to suggest
that the meaning of marketer as the agent derivative that more explicitly coincides with the
definition of the base market is perhaps strengthened by its contrast to the highly contextual
and specific meanings of marketeer.

It could therefore be argued that the relationship between -eer and -er is mutual: there
is an interdependence between these derivatives and their suffixes based on their related
meanings. Alternatively, one could instead argue that a commensal relationship is likely,
perhaps based on differences in frequency: marketer appears much more often in COCA
(1287 occurrences) than does marketeer (71 occurrences). From this perspective, one might
conclude that marketeer is far more affected by marketer than vice versa—that the dictionary
definition of marketer is due mostly to common usage rather than to contrast with marketeer.

Whether such a case is interpreted as either mutualism or commensalism, the key
point is the same: there is a dependent relationship in the meaning of many -er and -eer
derivatives. And it is the network of -eer usage (i.e., derivatives) that makes the symbiotic
relationship with the -er suffix possible. In subsequent sections of this article, we will
demonstrate how historical data help us better understand the diachronic development of
this network and the symbiotic connections between -er and -eer.

The spectrum proposed in Figure 1 is meant to illustrate the importance of competition
models alongside other potential interpretations of near-synonymous forms (i.e., symbiosis
or coexistence). As Aronoff (2023) points out, there are different types of competition (e.g.,
inflectional vs. derivational), and we argue that further diversifying this perspective with
types of symbiotic relationships potentially allows for a wider range of descriptive analyses
of morphology. It is our contention that the developmental relationship between near-
synonymous forms, such as the -eer and -er nominalizing suffixes in English, can be more
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thoroughly described by acknowledging possibilities other than competition as the sole
method of comparison. More specifically, we argue that a state of symbiotic coexistence
between suffixes may be a more apt description of certain morphological phenomena
because sometimes in language there is no clear winner or loser.

2.3. Previous Studies of -eer

The OED includes a brief discussion of the suffix -eer focusing on its early history,
orthographic variation, and key terminology. Marchand (1960) provides an early analysis
of its usage. Bauer et al.’s (2013) Oxford Reference Guide to English Morphology and Lieber
(2016) discuss both the characteristics of the suffix and cases of morphological competition.
To our knowledge, there does not exist a fuller account of -eer, a point acknowledged by
Lieber (2016): “there is less theoretical discussion of personal affixes. . .and virtually none
of exotic nominalizations in -eer, -ster, or -meister” (p. 4).

The OED identifies -eer as the anglicized version of the French suffix -ier used to form
agent nouns. It also makes note of the Dutch suffix -eren realized as -eer in English in very
specific words such as domineer and commandeer. According to the OED, certain words
formed with -eer, such as crotcheteer and pamphleteer, involve a “contemptuous implication”,
and the spelling variant <-eer> became more frequent in new words than the French <-ier>
during the 17th century, a contention corroborated by our corpus data. One impetus for
this may have been due to the increased promotion of English as a language of educated
discourse during the 16th and 17th centuries (Kibbee 1991, p. 108). Further corroborated by
our data, the OED identifies the 17th century as the period when gerundial and participial
forms appeared (e.g., privateering, attested 1678; and volunteering, attested 1691).

Marchand (1960) states that -eer is derived from the French -ier, initially brought into
English via French military terms: from there “the idea of battle was extended to that of
literary and oratory ‘battles’” (p. 211). However, Marchand’s contention that the suffix
originated from French military terminology borrowed into English is unlikely. As is
further discussed in our Section 4, although French military terminology was in use, French
borrowings in the domain of TRADE are likely where the first high-frequency tokens of -eer
occurred in English.

The Oxford Reference Guide (Bauer et al. 2013) provides a thorough examination of the
phonetic environment of -eer in English. Grouping it with the suffixes -ster and -meister,
the authors acknowledge that it has “an extra evaluative nuance along with agentivity”
(p. 225). The authors further indicate what is “most striking” about these suffixes is “the
degree of polysemy that they exhibit, and the extent to which their domains overlap with
one another” (p. 230). This “extra evaluative nuance” has been more explicitly described as
one way to think about a semantic niche in an ecological competition. Bauer et al. (2013)
contends that “because of already existing forms like musketeer, buccaneer, and cannoneer,
-eer has sometimes come to suggest someone who not only performs an action, but does so
in a warrior-like way” (p. 235).

Similarly, Lieber (2016) characterizes -eer as having an “evaluative flavor” (p. 146)
that conveys a nuance of “playful (as in the case of brisketeer)” yet “sometimes slightly
disparaging (as in budgeteer and conventioneer)” contest (p. 150). We appreciate Lieber’s
description of -eer being on some sort of spectrum where alternate possibilities (“playful”
and “disparaging”) are identified. This sort of variable potential in the meaning of -eer
derivatives is an important part of the network of -eer usage. Such a network is not
delineated by rigid semantic boundaries between domains but rather constituted by a
variety of niches that enrich the meaning potential of the suffix.

2.4. The Status of French in Medieval and Early Modern England

The year 1066 is acknowledged by most “to mark the beginning of the massive
impact of French on English” (Rothwell 2001, pp. 539–40). The influence of French on
the English population was notable by the 12th and 13th centuries, when “French terms
[were] infiltrating even the common language” (Kibbee 1991, pp. 23–24). In the 12th



Languages 2024, 9, 102 9 of 24

century and following, the literate and working classes began to combine French bases
with English affixes and vice versa. For example, one record in 1383 indicates payment for a
boat’s “calfattyngge” (i.e., ‘waterproofing’), combining a French base with an English suffix
(Rothwell 1998, p. 163). And in the early 1400s, the London Grocers were using hybrid
words such as wharfage and cranage, each composed of an English base with a French suffix
(Palmer 2008, p. 248). The centuries-long, constant influx of French terminology influenced
the derivational morphology of English, resulting in the loss of some productive affixes
from Old English and the inclusion of some French affixes (Dalton-Puffer 1996; Palmer 2009;
Roth 2010). One of these “new” affixes of French origin was -eer, which can be found affixed
to native English words as well as Romance borrowings in Present-Day English. The French
suffix is orthographically distinct (i.e., <-ier>; e.g., cashier). During the Middle English
period, the orthography of the suffix appears to have been in free variation. However, over
time, derivatives of the <-eer> form became more frequent, while derivatives of the <-ier>
form were remitted to certain high-frequency terms (e.g., financier).

The French language persisted in trade and continued to dominate the legal system
until the 18th century (Kibbee 1991, p. 58). During the 14th century, merchants and
craftsmen from Flanders arrived in England, restrengthening French as a major language
of trade, although they had to navigate the conflicts arising from The Hundred Years’ War,
essentially a trade war, with England and France fighting over, among other things, the
lucrative wool trade (p. 61). Among English merchants, French was at the top of the list
of languages to know due to its being the language of England’s most significant trading
partner (p. 101). Despite the prominence of English in literature and as an administrative
language during the 16th century, French “retained a prestige value” (p. 185), though its
use in England and its continuing effect on English is less clear post-16th century. Even
so, this evidence of sustained historical contact between French and English, particularly
related to wars and international business, likely explains why we see more development
of -eer in the domains of TRADE and MILITARY.

3. Methods

Our study analyzes -eer and -ier lexemes from the OED and the three corpora previ-
ously mentioned: COCA, COHA, and EEBO. Our approach combines corpus data with
lexicographic analysis, similar to Smith (Forthcoming), who contends that “lexicographic
sources [are] an asset as a preliminary step to assess potential classification of senses, but
we know that semantic and morphological behaviour is not limited to the lexeme but is
context-dependent” (p. 4). After reviewing all relevant forms in the OED, we utilized
the corpora to determine frequency measures and make conclusions regarding parsability
and analyzability.

In this paper, the suffix is represented with the spelling <-eer>. Unless otherwise noted,
this spelling will represent both <-eer> and <-ier> forms because in some cases the suffix
has retained the French spelling <-ier> in English (e.g., bombardier). In varieties such as
American English, both spellings are often phonetically realized as [i(@)r], which is why one
spelling variant will be used to refer to both, similar to Marchand (1960), who reviewed
terms such as cannoneer and bombardier together because “for some time -eer varied with the
form -ier” (p. 211). In our study, a “type” refers to a particular base + the suffix -eer, whereas
the “tokens” are the orthographic or other variations of each distinct type. For example,
<enginier>, <enginiere>, and <engineer> are all treated as tokens of the type engineer.

Despite prior work on -eer, questions remain: Why does -eer remain in use even
though the derivative type frequency is dwarfed by the far more common -er derivative
type frequency? Is there some semantic significance attributable to the -eer suffix which is
not associated with the -er suffix? How can morphological competition regarding -eer be
described when a win/lose resolution is not the clear or in-progress result?

From this realization, we designed the present study to provide a historical overview
of the emergence and maintenance of -eer usage in English, including a discussion of its
status as a supposed competitor to the nominalizing suffix -er in Present-Day English. The
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corpora used to construct this historical overview present different types of data. COCA
includes a vast sample of American English from contemporary sources, such as the news
or the internet, from 1990 to 2019, while COHA includes historical American texts from as
early as the 1820s and the EEBO corpus consists exclusively of British English texts from
the 15th century to the late 17th century. These databases show that -eer had small but
consistent usage and productivity across registers and genres. Our domains categorize the
tokens accordingly, and through our diachronic approach, it is evident that the use of -eer
derivatives spans across genres and is not specific to any particular portion of the corpora
(see Tables 1 and 2, where an “X” indicates no types were found within this domain in
this period).

Table 1. Phase 1 domain frequencies of -eer types from the OED.

Domain Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4

TRADE 11 4 8 10

MILITARY X 1 17 15

POLITICAL X X X 6

RELIGIOUS X 1 X 8

ART X X X 4

MISCELLANEOUS X 1 4 9

FOOD 1 X X X

Table 2. Phase 2 domain frequencies of -eer types in the OED.

Domain Period 5 Period 6 Period 7

TRADE 8 15 17

MILITARY 6 8 5

POLITICAL 3 8 8

RELIGIOUS 1 1 X

ART 2 6 2

MISCELLANEOUS 6 10 3

FOOD 1 4 1

Types of -eer derivatives were identified by manually sorting through listings in the
OED. In this study, we utilized the OED in two ways: as a historical analytical tool to help
us track neologisms and their potential meanings; and as a source for definitions of lexemes
that we assume reflect, or at least approximate, the mental lexicons of communities in
earlier eras. Any data related to the more frequent nominalizing suffix -er were likewise
drawn from the OED. Hand-sorting through the data was a necessary approach due to the
very limited quantity of -eer derivatives and some exceptional cases that required specific
attention to their analyzability and compositionality (i.e., pioneer).

Analyzability refers to the degree to which the parts of a given construction can be
discerned (Langacker 1987; Bybee 2010; Traugott and Trousdale 2013). For example, the
word teacher is easily parsable as teach + er. Compositionality, a semantic measure, is
concerned with the contribution of the parts of a construction to the overall meaning.
Again, focusing on the construction teacher, both parts of the word are clearly definable
as the act of teaching plus an agentive suffix. The productivity of a suffix is intrinsically
linked to the relationship between the frequencies of a base and a derivative, which
demonstrate the decomposability of a derivative: “the more often a base (such as pass)
appears relative to its derivative (passage), the easier it is for speakers to parse the derivative
as two morphologically distinct units (pass + -age)” (Palmer 2015, p. 110).
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The OED acknowledges many spelling variations for the suffix -eer throughout the
Middle and Early Modern English periods. The variations include: <ier>, <yer>, <eere>,
<eir>, <eyer>, <yere>, and <iare>. During the 17th century, the spelling of -eer derivatives
stabilized around the modern spelling <-eer>, with a few exceptions3 (e.g., cashier, financier,
chocolatier, and motelier). Tokens with further suffixation in addition to the -eer suffix (e.g.,
volunteering) were not counted as part of the data set4. Duplicates of a lexeme in a different
part of speech (e.g., volunteer V and volunteer N) were counted once and allocated to a
domain according to the earliest attestation in the OED. If such duplicates had multiple
definitions, then they were counted once for each distinct definition and cross-listed in the
respective domains. For example, parliamenteer (1. ‘a person, esp. a soldier, on the side
of Parliament during the English Civil War’; 2. ‘a Member of Parliament’) is listed in the
MILITARY domain for definition 1 and the POLITICAL domain for definition 25.

For collection of -eer types, we identified all derivatives of the suffix from the OED,
using the first appearance of the form to establish a general chronology. Token frequencies
were measured using COCA, COHA, and EEBO. We divided our data into two sets, Phase 1
(1300–1699) and Phase 2 (1700–1999). These sets were further divided by century: Phase 1
was divided into four periods and Phase 2 was divided into three periods. Derivatives from
what we term Phase 0 (1100–1299) were counted as tokens but omitted from the century-
by-century analysis due to the dearth of data—only four types (i.e., woodyer, attested 1100;
lockyer, attested 1221; hellier, attested 1275; and bowyer, attested 1297). Our data from each
period were categorized by the following domains: TRADE (73 types), MILITARY (52 types),
POLITICAL (25 types), RELIGIOUS (11 types), ART (14 types), MISCELLANEOUS6 (33 types),
and FOOD (7 types).

4. Results
4.1. Domains and Type Frequencies of -eer in the History of English

As we will show, most -eer derivatives are obviously parsable (due in part to the high
frequencies of the derivatives’ bases). The continuity of -eer derivations up to the present
day suggests that -eer, like -er, has maintained a level of perceived productivity, even though
-eer derivatives are far less frequent than those with -er. Moreover, the diversification of the
domains of use for the -eer suffix indicates a mostly consistent productivity over time.

4.1.1. Phase 1 (1300–1699)

The derivational suffix -eer entered the English language through borrowed French
terms initially. Over time, French borrowings became more compositional as “their growing
numbers. . .[reflected] nativisation of part of the loan-words. . . [T]owards the end of the
[1400s] they could just as well be analysed as formations of the native -ere” (Dalton-Puffer
1996, p. 138; bolding added). During the Middle English period, of the domains we iden-
tified (i.e., MILITARY, RELIGIOUS, POLITICAL, FOOD, TRADE, ART, and MISCELLANEOUS),
the highest type and token counts occurred in the TRADE domain. This finding contra-
dicts Marchand’s (1960) contention that the suffix originated from borrowings of military
terminology. That is, the majority of terms and the highest-frequency terms referenced
craftsmen or those who handle raw materials as well as those who buy, sell, and steal (e.g.,
lockyer, attested 1221; furrier, attested 1330; rippier, attested 1384; and ropier, attested 1440).
During this period, there was only one MILITARY type identified. In the following century
(1500–1599), there was a substantial increase in the quantity of MILITARY types as well as
an increase in individual token frequencies.

All -eer derivatives are nouns prior to the 17th century. During the 1600s, we begin to
see adjective and verbal derivatives. The suffix begins to demonstrate more applicability in
the English language, having adjectival and verbal potential in addition to nominalizations
during and after the 17th century. This is, in part, why we separated our lists at this point,
because after the 1600s, adjectival and verbal constructions remain consistent7.

Phase 1 is divided into Period 1 (1300–1399; 12 types), Period 2 (1400–1499; 7 types),
Period 3 (1500–1599; 29 types), and Period 4 (1600–1699; 52 types). The quantity of distinct
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types per domain is given in Table 1. For both Tables 1 and 2, the domain type frequencies
are derived from the earliest attestations of the -eer suffix provided by the OED. Period
1 almost exclusively contains constructions in the domain of TRADE, demonstrating the
importance of French as a language of trade and commerce. Period 2 contains the lowest
quantity of derivatives but still includes a majority of types in the TRADE domain. Period 3
primarily contains types from the MILITARY domain as well as some in the TRADE domain
and a few in the MISCELLANEOUS domain. As pointed out by Marchand (1960), a high
quantity of terms from the MILITARY domain were borrowed from French, but according to
our data, this was only after and alongside a high quantity of borrowings from the domain
of TRADE. Period 4 contains a more eclectic blend of types from across all domains (except
FOOD). In this period, we see significant diversification of the domains in which the -eer
suffix can be found.

4.1.2. Phase 2 (1700–1999) and Data Type Frequencies

Phase 2 is divided into Period 5 (1700–1799; 27 types), Period 6 (1800–1899; 52 types),
and Period 7 (1900–1999; 36 types). The quantity of types per domain is given in Table 2.
Types across these periods remain diversified.

To gain one account of changes in the relative productivities of -er and -eer in later
centuries compared to earlier ones, we adapted a method from Bauer (2001, pp. 184–85).
This can be seen in Table 3, which shows the percentage of new derivatives in -eer out of
the total number of new derivatives in either -eer or -er in each century. There is a notable
increase in the number of types in -eer relative to -er types in the 17th and 18th centuries,
suggesting a historical peak in overall -eer usage relative to -er. This “aggregating” growth
(Cowie and Dalton-Puffer 2002; Palmer 2015) of new forms in -eer demonstrates that for
several centuries the suffix was productive, with a peak in productivity from Periods 4
to 6 (the 17th century to the 19th century). Orthographically, the type frequency of <-eer>
derivatives overtakes that of <-ier> type derivatives in Period 4 and continues through
Period 7. The type frequencies of <-eer> and <-ier> derivatives are given in Table 4.

Table 3. Percentages of new -eer derivatives (out of total -eer and -er derivatives) per century in the
OED.

1100–1199 1200–1299 1300–1399 1400–1499 1500–1599 1600–1699 1700–1799 1800–1899 1900–1999

12.5% 3.1% 3% 1.1% 2.1% 3.9% 4.8% 2.7% 3.6%

Table 4. Type frequencies of <-ier> and <-eer> derivatives in the OED.

Orthography Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4 Period 5 Period 6 Period 7

<-eer> 1 0 8 37 22 33 28

<-ier> 11 7 21 15 5 19 8

The numbers given in Table 3 indicate the percentage of -eer derivatives in the overall
count of derivatives of both types (-eer and -er) in a given century. The first century given
(1100–1199), with only eight -er derivatives and one -eer derivative, is skewed compared
to the rest due to its low quantity of derivatives. The remaining percentages indicate
a statistically significant peak8 in the 18th century in the proportion of -eer to -er usage,
coinciding with increased <-eer> spelling and consistent adjectival and verbal forms.

As is evident from the tables of data on -eer above, its lexical domains and its ortho-
graphic representations have changed over time; and its productivity and use relative to the
suffix -er has remained fairly steady in most centuries, though with somewhat significant
increases in the 1600s and 1700s. Such a diachronic perspective is valuable for filling
in lesser-known details and linguistic descriptions of a suffix’s origins and growth—all
of which are important for understanding the “ecological environments” in which that
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suffix coexisted with other suffixes. This history can then better inform discussions of the
compositionality and analyzability of its derivatives, topics which will be explored in the
next section.

4.2. Compositionality and Analyzability of -eer

In the 17th century, we begin to see more consistent orthography as well as adjectival
and verbal constructions (e.g., volunteer ADJ, attested 1662; and privateer V, attested 1691).
Most of the early attestations are compositional (e.g., bowyer, attested 1297; and sawyer,
attested 1350), while some are not (e.g., rippier, attested 1384; and besognier, attested 1584).
But after the 17th century, all types are analyzable and compositional with a few exceptions9.

Table 5 provides the percentages of compositional -eer derivatives in each century.
The first two centuries only have four types between them, which is why those figures are
notably different from the rest. From 1300 to 1999, the average percentage of compositional
-eer derivatives is approximately 89.3%, and from 1600 to 1999 it is approximately 93.1%.
Across all centuries after 1299, it is evident that in any one of the periods there is a very
high probability that a given -eer derivative is compositional and potentially analyzable
by speakers.

Table 5. Percentages of compositional -eer derivatives per century in the OED.

1100–1199 1200–1299 1300–1399 1400–1499 1500–1599 1600–1699 1700–1799 1800–1899 1900–1999

100% 66.6% 91.7% 71.4% 89.7% 92.3% 96.3% 86.5% 97.2%

To illustrate this trend, examples of types from each period are provided in Table 6.
Below each type is the first attested date according to the OED. Space constraints require
that we only discuss a sample of the types from our data. These sample types were
chosen because of the frequency of their respective bases as both common (e.g., pan) and
uncommon (e.g., petard) terms in English. Due to the dearth of data, types from Phase 0
are omitted.

Table 6. Sample types of -eer.

14th
Century

15th
Century

16th
Century

17th
Century

18th
Century

19th
Century

20th
Century

pannier
(1300)

hosier
(1403)

pioneer
(1517)

ballistier
(1609)

auctioneer
(1708)

cabineteer
(1810)

profiteer
(1912)

furrier
(1330)

sievier
(1440)

staffier
(1524)

petardier
(1632)

consortier
(1728)

bludgeoneer
(1852)

imagineer
(1942)

clothier
(1362)

ropier
(1440)

musketeer
(1590)

covenanteer
(1660)

phaetoneer
(1795)

animalier
(1884)

motelier
(1959)

The types from Table 6 are given in Table 7 with their respective token frequencies
from EEBO, COHA, and COCA, and the same are provided for the corresponding bases
in Table 8, with all frequencies normalized to the number of occurrences per 100 million
words. An “X” indicates that there were no occurrences of the base or derivative in the
respective corpus, even if the derivative has been attested in the OED, since this provides
a snapshot of how much usage the derivatives and their bases were actually enjoying in
historical, written language contexts.
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Table 7. Sample tokens: derivative frequencies per 100 million words.

Derivative (Century First Attested) EEBO COHA COCA

pannier (14th) 11.39 13.05 8.19

furrier (14th) 5.56 27.00 14.08

clothier (14th) 52.05 24.42 15.57

hosier (15th) 17.08 3.58 2.50

sievier (15th) 0.13 X X

ropier (15th) 0.26 X 0.10

pioneer (16th) 4.37 866.05 744.20

staffier (16th) 0.13 X X

musketeer (16th) 1.32 13.68 20.67

ballistier (17th) X X X

petardier (17th) 1.99 X X

covenanteer (17th) 1.85 X X

auctioneer (18th) 0.79 178.72 74.58

consortier (18th) X X X

phaetoneer (18th) X X X

cabineteer (19th) X 0.21 X

bludgeoner (19th) X X X

animalier (19th) X X 0.30

profiteer (20th) X 18.95 11.78

imagineer (20th) X 0.21 0.90

motelier (20th) X X 0.10

Prior studies, such as Hay and Baayen (2002); Hay (2003); Palmer (2015), have demon-
strated that when a base shows a much higher relative token frequency compared to a
derivative of that base within a corpus, this means that it likely would have been easier
for speakers to parse the derivative. In the case of BASE + -eer types, high ratios of bases to
-eer derivatives would aid speakers’ recognition that the base and -eer suffix are morpho-
logically distinct units. Hay (2003) has also shown that the high parsability of a derivative
tends to correlate with the transparency of the base and suffix and may be one cause of its
compositionality and productivity. While we cannot assume that highly parsable tokens
will automatically become compositional, we wanted to explore whether the parsability of
-eer tokens historically might be at least a partial explanation for its very high number of
compositional forms, as seen in Table 5, particularly after the 1400s.

In Table 7, derivative examples from later centuries are significantly less frequent
across the corpora, while their respective bases (some of which are first attested in the Old
English period, indicated by “pre-11th” in the first column of Table 8) are very frequent.
This may indicate a stronger likelihood of compositionality, since the base within the
derivative would be more likely to be recognized as a distinct unit with the addition of
a suffix. These high base frequencies may have thus made it easier for speakers to see
that -eer was a distinct, separable suffix that could attach to a variety of existing but also
new bases.

Table 9 shows the base-to-derivative ratios of the frequencies provided in Tables 7 and 8.
The question mark “?” indicates an indeterminate parsability: there are no occurrences
of the base or derivative in the corpus. Maximum parsability is indicated with “MAX”,
meaning that the derivative does not occur in the corpus, only the base occurs, suggesting
that any derivative of such bases would have a high likelihood of parsability. Following
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the method outlined in Palmer (2015), a number greater than 1 suggests parsability, while a
number less than 1 suggests less likelihood of parsability. For example, the least parsable
token is pioneer, with ratios at or near zero in each corpus. Because pioneer has a very
infrequent base, pion, perhaps unrecognizable in COCA (the corpus containing present-day
data), it is no surprise that it is also one of the least compositional lexemes in -eer among
our data10.

Table 8. Sample tokens: base frequencies per 100 million words.

Base (Century First Attested) EEBO COHA COCA

pan (pre-11th) 1678.24 2179.64 2686.07

fur (14th) 210.97 2368.68 923.11

cloth (pre-11th) 2752.30 3059.58 1323.07

hose (13th) 450.81 730.06 554.21

sieve (pre-11th) 96.15 133.04 97.54

rope (pre-11th) 612.39 2655.19 1422.21

pion (17th) 0.40 X X

staff (pre-11th) 759.66 6363.57 10,953.65

musket (16th) 266.99 403.34 83.57

ballista (pre-11th) 1.59 2.32 3.59

petard (16th) 29.14 22.52 14.98

covenant (13th) 15,115.12 501.86 589.85

auction (16th) 31.52 601.01 1022.55

consort (16th) 551.47 181.46 79.57

phaeton (16th) 116.94 72.00 10.18

cabinet (16th) 485.51 3249.05 1781.03

bludgeon (18th) X 53.89 32.95

animal (14th) 2268.64 6835.12 5828.21

profit (14th) 6501.58 3492.40 2911.41

imagine (14th) 4405.64 6315.37 8501.30

motel (20th) X 609.85 832.86

A review of Table 9 shows that the derivatives first attested in earlier centuries are
generally less parsable than the later tokens due to the fact that the bases of words ending
in -eer in more recent centuries are relatively much more frequent than their derivatives
compared to earlier base–derivative pairs. The larger quantity of numerically high (often
in the many thousands) and MAX base–derivative ratios from later centuries may be a
partial explanation of why -eer compositionality remained high and even increased in later
centuries and why its productivity has remained steady. If -eer increasingly attached to
words whose bases occurred in high frequencies, those high base frequencies facilitated
morphological parsing of -eer words.

In sum, our historical investigation in Section 4 finds that the vast majority of -eer
derivatives across all centuries are compositional, although the suffix was not always
analyzable when it first began to appear in English as a part of French borrowings. The
compositionality and analyzability of the -eer suffix is an important consideration in the
analysis of the network of -eer derivatives. They have been shown to be less frequent than
derivatives in similar networks historically, as seen in Table 3 with -er. Even so, compared to
other borrowed nominal suffixes, such as -ity (e.g., alacrity and unity) and -tion (e.g., nation
and proportion), which have historically low decomposability (Palmer 2015, p. 126), -eer’s
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analyzability remains quite high over many centuries. Our analysis shows that, despite
having lower overall token and type frequencies compared to -er in every century, the
-eer suffix has remained steady or even grown in productivity over time in several lexical
domains, especially in niche constructions. One reason the suffix remains in use may be its
sustained, high decomposability (which facilitates neologism and usage across a range of
bases) as well as the semantic distinctions which are made possible by its niche distribution.

Table 9. Base–derivative ratios.

Derivative (Century First Attested) EEBO COHA COCA

pannier (14th) 147.35 167 328.1

furrier (14th) 37.93 84.6 65.57

clothier (14th) 52.88 125.29 84.95

hosier (15th) 26.39 204 222.04

sievier (15th) 726 MAX MAX

ropier (15th) 2312 MAX 14,245

pioneer (16th) 0.09 0 0

staffier (16th) 5736 MAX MAX

musketeer (16th) 201.6 29.48 4.04

ballistier (17th) MAX MAX MAX

petardier (17th) 14.67 MAX MAX

covenanteer (17th) 8152.21 MAX MAX

auctioneer (18th) 39.67 3.36 13.71

consortier (18th) MAX MAX MAX

phaetoneer (18th) MAX MAX MAX

cabineteer (19th) MAX 15,434 MAX

bludgeoner (19th) ? MAX MAX

animalier (19th) MAX MAX 19,458.67

profiteer (20th) MAX 184.33 247.13

imagineer (20th) MAX 30,000 9461.11

motelier (20th) ? MAX 8342

5. Competition, Symbiosis, and the Historical Development of -eer
5.1. The Ecological Model of Competition in Morphology

Dalton-Puffer (1996) provides an overview of the semantics of -er as including (a) “some-
one who Vs now/habitually/professionally”, (b) “someone habitually/professionally
connected with N”, (c) “someone who is A where A denotes a long term quality”, and
(d) “formation of inanimate agents” (pp. 138–39). The suffix -eer can also be used in these
senses, albeit with a smaller number of different bases and, overall, fewer token frequencies
compared to -er, e.g., (a) auctioneer, (b) engineer, (c) mountaineer, and (d) eyeleteer. Of the
215 types of -eer derivatives, 140 have -er alternates attested in either the OED or COCA.
Of these, some are simply misspellings, others have a completely different definition, and
many are proper nouns (mostly surnames). If there is a frequency-based “competition”
between -er and -eer, it seems obvious that the winner is -er, with over 7000 derivatives
listed in the OED compared to 215 derivatives for -eer in our data set. So, what happens
to the loser? To avoid “extinction”, affixes in competition must become distinct, “and
semantics is as good a differentiator as any” (Aronoff 2019, p. 56).

Lexical blocking (Aronoff 2023) and pattern blocking (e.g., the productive pattern of
-er nominalization discouraging or disallowing -eer nominalization) are not useful for this



Languages 2024, 9, 102 17 of 24

question of competition. From a diachronic perspective, lexical blocking cannot be a suffi-
cient explanation for differences in these frequencies because it cannot fully explain why
-eer often attaches to bases in extant derivatives with -er. Some of the earliest attestations of
-er forms predate their -eer alternatives (e.g., ballader, attested 1595; balladeer, attested 1714;
conventicler, attested 1457; conventicleer, attested 1647). And attestations within the past
century corroborate our assessment in Section 4 of the continued productivity of the -eer
suffix in more recent times (e.g., imagineer, attested 1942; and missileer, attested 1960). It is
possible that the -eer forms were blocked for a few centuries by the dominance of -er, but
this cannot be seen from the overall diachrony as complete blocking.

Just like in an ecosystem, the existence of one dominant organism does not mean that
the survival of all similar species will be “blocked” or jeopardized: “If we substitute affix for
species, and we look at the competition between affixes as a competition for resources the
parallels are striking. . . Gause’s [principle of competitive exclusion] is especially helpful
in understanding the distribution of competing affixes into distinct niches” (Aronoff 2023,
pp. 55–56). With regard to the potential competition between -eer and -er, the “resources”
being competed for are bases on which a semantically unique derivative can be formed.
However, some bases can receive multiple competing affixes, resulting in derivatives of
very similar form and meaning. Despite such similarity, these derivatives can be distinct
from one another through highly specific contexts. An ecological model of morphological
competition suggests that -eer suffixation is a niche derivational process in competition
with the most frequent nominalizing derivational process, suffixation with -er. Thus,
within a competition-based model, the niche semantics attributable to -eer derivatives
are assumed to be the resolution of this competition (applicable to what we term “soft”
competition in Figure 1). That is, the resulting niches are the reason why the -eer suffix has
not become obsolete.

A competition model recognizes niche differentiation only as the result of the pressure
for resolution of competing forms. But could niche differentiation instead constitute the
continuation of symbiotic coexistence? Consider, for example, whether there is a semantic
difference between the suffixes -eer and -er in constructions such as harpooneer and harpooner.
There must be some distinction, according to the Principle of No Equivalence, that is, “If
two competing constructions differ in form (i.e., phonologically, morpho-syntactically or
even orthographically), they must be semantically, pragmatically and/or socially distinct”
(Leclercq and Morin 2023, p. 10). In COCA, there are 22 entries for harpooneer and 33 entries
for harpooner. The -er derivative is attested more recently (2019; the most recent harpooneer
entry is from 2012) and occurs more often and in a more diverse range of contexts focusing
generally on sailors and the use of harpoons. It may be tempting to view these derivatives
as variants of the same construction given their similar frequencies; nevertheless, the
corpus data demonstrate that these two forms are used in slightly overlapping but still
distinct ways.

The 33 entries for harpooner in COCA are from a diverse range of topics (e.g., alligator
hunters, controversies on the use of harpoons, indigenous hunting methods, and some
references to Moby Dick)—all of which demonstrate the OED definition of ‘one who hurls or
fires a harpoon’. Though the -er derivative can be used in discussions of Moby Dick, it does
not exclusively relate to the novel like harpooneer does. The -eer derivative seems to suggest
‘one who hurls or fires a harpoon in a Melvillian sense’. Of the 22 entries for harpooneer in
COCA, 2 are from a 2012 blog which discusses Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, one of which
is shown in (1) (bolding added). The other 20 are excerpts from a relatively new abridged
version of Moby Dick produced in 2009 by Damion Searls, examples of which are provided
in (2) (bolding added).

(1) “Ishmael gives us a detail of whaling practice. . .the harpooneer throws both harpoons
into the whale.” (Davies 2008–2024, BLOG; Moby-Dick Big Read, Day 63; patell.org)

(2) “Avast there, avast there, Bildad, avast now spoiling our harpooneer. . .Pious har-
pooneers never make good voyagers”. (Davies 2008–2024, FIC: Review of Contem-
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porary Fiction, vol. 29, Iss. 2, p. 15, 330 pgs; HERMAN MELVILLE or The Whale;
Damion Searls)

These recent sources demonstrate that the -eer derivative is distinct from the -er
derivative: these writers did not always freely vary the use of harpooner and harpooneer
but always chose the latter form to implicitly express an evaluation of harpoon connected
to Melville or Melville’s harpooning characters. This case is potentially an example of
commensalism, since harpooneer is essentially a more specific version of the more frequent
harpooner but not vice versa (unless one argues that the non-stylistic, more generalized
sense of harpooner is derived in part from its semantic contrast to harpooneer, in which case
mutualism may be involved).

Examining the historical data on -eer, we agree with its general characterization as an
agentive suffix with “extra evaluative nuance”, as seen in the case of harpooneer. But we
differ from Bauer et al. (2013) on identifying the suffix’s primary nuances. There are not
many types in our data that corroborate Bauer et al.’s (2013) speculation that the addition
of -eer supplies a “warrior-like” meaning as a general characteristic to constructions outside
the MILITARY domain. This is not to suggest that such a meaning could not occur, but if it
did, then it would be an extremely contextual instance and likely not a general pattern in
-eer derivatives. We certainly would not suggest a “warrior-like” meaning for brisketeer or
strumpeteer, nor would we suggest a “playful” or “disparaging” meaning, as suggested by
Lieber (2016), for harpooneer or marketeer.

An important observation here is that over -eer’s many centuries of use, even as it
might have competed with similar agentive suffixes like -er, it has not settled into a single
niche meaning. It has not even settled into a narrow or fully predictable set of niches.
And its relationships with similar suffixes’ networks of meaning are often quite complex,
as seen in the niche meaning of harpooneer having semantic overlap with harpooner but
also distinction from harpooner’s other (non-Melville-related) meanings. The meanings
of harpooner and harpooneer do not fit into neatly delineated boundaries of differentiation.
There is an overlapping broad (harpooner) and slightly more specific (harpooneer) distinction
here that demonstrates Geeraerts et al.’s (2023) suggestion that the “area where near-
synonyms overlap in a semantic vector space constitutes the envelope of variation for
studying those lexemes as sociolinguistic variables” (p. 222). Overlap in semantic domains
is also attested by Bauer et al. (2013, p. 230). It seems that competition frameworks may not
always be adequate for characterizing this sort of complexity and that niches might come
about for sociolinguistic, stylistic, semantic, or other reasons unrelated to competition.

The assumed teleology in many competition frameworks—that there must be pressure
to resolve a competition as an explanation for the development of niches and for the
competition itself—leaves us wanting for an alternate description of near-synonymous
morphological constructions. There need to be models which account for usage and
historical development of similar forms that coexist but are not necessarily competing
for niche differentiation, in part because resolution is not always a forgone conclusion:
“In derivation. . .resolution is seldom complete” (Aronoff 2023, pp. 56–57). Considering
the highly contextual nature of language use and the “multitude of variables at work”,
we should remember that “languages are not precisely cyclical—that is, they evolve in
patterned ways without ever reaching an endpoint, and they never repeat themselves exactly”
(Bybee and Beckner 2015, p. 184; emphasis added).

As we noted at the outset of this article, competition as a linguistic concept is often
described using not only ecological but also financial metaphors and jargon. In a capitalistic
economy, there are winners and losers (O’Brien and Leichenko 2003). Unlike an ecosystem,
equilibrium is not an inherent feature of capitalism. Capitalism is domineering; companies
that stay in business, by whatever means, are the winners. Those that do not are the
losers. However, winning and losing are not necessarily or inherently relevant concepts in
morphology or linguistics in general. Morphological constructions do not win or lose; they
are simply more or less frequent. Further, with respect to ecological models of competition,
unlike organisms, affixes do not live or die. They are contextually applicable or they are not.
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Tichý (2018) demonstrates that obsolescence is not definite and that the resurgence of
an obsolete form is possible because it is not necessarily gone from the language. It remains
in the record and, therefore, has potential (limited or unlikely though it may be) to be
revived in written or spoken English. The revival of moribund affixes is not unattested. The
prefix step- (e.g., step-mother) was so infrequent between the 16th and 18th centuries that it
was suggested to have “vanished”, but it later recovered and spread to form derivatives of
many familial relationships (e.g., step-brother, step-sister, and step-grandmother) and continues
to be productive (Bauer 2023, p. 7). Once it appears, the -eer suffix never completely
“vanishes” from the OED record. Over time, -eer derivatives actually expand into new
domains of use (see Tables 1 and 2). In that expansion, the development of similar forms
using the same base continued (e.g., marketeer/marketer, haulier/hauler, and staffier/staffer). A
non-competitive perspective considers how these near-synonymous forms coexist to enrich
the range of expression possible in a specific context through niche differentiation.

In COHA, marketeer is counted 15 times, while marketer appears 112 times. Despite
the OED’s earliest attested date of 1665 for marketeer, it does not occur in COHA until
1940 and it does not occur in EEBO at all. In COHA, marketer occurs once in 1820 and
then consistently after 1920, as well as twice in EEBO, with both occurrences in the 1690s.
Therefore, though marketeer is attested in 1665, it does not appear again in the corpora used
for this study until the early 20th century, revitalized with a new distinction. (Recall from
Section 2.2 that marketeer is counted 71 times in COCA, while marketer is counted 1287 times).
The frequency of marketer has increased over time, with some of the highest-frequency
collocates in COCA being online, internet, and social media (i.e., online marketer, internet
marketer, and social media marketer). On the other hand, the highest-frequency collocates for
marketeer in COCA are black, free, and socialist (i.e., black marketeer, free marketeer, and socialist
marketeer). While marketer has remained in line with its original and more general OED
definition of ‘a person who buys or sells in a market’, marketeer now has a political and/or
(anti)institutional distinction through its association with the black market, the free market,
and socialism, giving marketeer a newfound vitality in the 20th and 21st centuries.

Considering the niche definition from the OED (i.e., ‘a supporter of Britain’s entry into
the European Common Market’) and the more specific collocates identified in COCA, we
see that marketeer is still dependent on the definition of the base but also has the meaning
potential of a political or even illicit (in the case of black marketeer) semantic niche. Just like
harpooneer and harpooner, this relationship could also be seen as commensal: marketer is
the more frequent derivative with the more frequent suffix, and since it is more strongly
associated with the dictionary definition of the base market, it can be understood as not
particularly dependent on, nor benefiting from, the niche meaning of the -eer derivative.
Therefore, if we characterize this relationship as commensal, then we must assume that
marketeer only has meaning potential for a political or (anti)institutional semantic niche in
the formation of an agentive nominalization of market.

5.2. The Ecological Model of Symbiotic Coexistence in Morphology

The relationship between two similar forms is visible when contexts which demon-
strate the subtle differences in meaning between the forms are taken into consideration.
It is the historical, sustained co-existence of derivatives in -er and -eer, made distinct by
their respective meaning potentials (i.e., niche distributions), that suggests to us that these
suffixes are not in competition (or are not solely or always in competition) but are instead
primarily in symbiosis. It seems that words of the form [x-er] are systematically related to
words of the form [x-eer]. In the cases of harpooneer/harpooner and marketeer/marketer, the
meaning potential of the -eer derivatives results in highly specific semantic niches that are
dependent on both context and the definition of the base as well as a contrast with the
corresponding -er derivative, which (in most cases) exemplifies the agent derivation of
the dictionary definition of the base. Regarding -eer, there does not appear to be a single,
generally predictable meaning contributed by the suffix. Rather, the network of -eer usage in
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conjunction with a specific -eer/-er relationship of near-synonymous derivatives determines
the particular meanings generated by -eer.

The symbiotic relationship between the suffixes -eer and -er is one of commensalism or
mutualism. From a mutualism perspective, the more generalized meaning potential of the
more frequent suffix (-er) is reinforced by contrast with the niche applications of the less
frequent suffix (-eer); and as a suffix with niche application, -eer’s meaning potentials are
highly dependent on the generalized meanings of the more frequent suffix -er. (Exceptions,
where the opposite holds true, are rare but attested, e.g., auctioneer/auctioner.) Commensal
relationships seem more likely in the symbiosis between -eer and -er due to the more
frequent distribution of highly specific semantic niches to -eer derivatives. In other words,
the meaning of the -eer derivatives benefits from and is more often dependent on the
dictionary meaning of the corresponding -er derivatives, while the extent to which the
interpretation of -er derivatives depends on the corresponding -eer form is less evident
(though arguably possible). As the case of auctioner/auctioneer suggests, it is possible that
either suffix could adopt the dictionary-specific or the evaluative, contextually specific role.
The niche distribution is enriching for the constructions in question, not an indication of
attrition or loss. As indicated in Figure 1, it is not the case that these niches exist only if
there is pressure to resolve competition: they can emerge as suffixes co-develop and build
derivatives with interdependent meanings over potentially very long periods of time.

Here, we refer to Lieber’s (2016) concept of contextual coercion. Stated briefly, contextual
coercion suggests that derivatives do not have invariable, fixed meanings; instead, the
meaning potential of a derivative can only be fixed in context. Thus, the OED’s catego-
rization of -eer derivatives as having a “contemptuous implication”, Bauer et al.’s (2013)
suggestion of a “warrior-like” way of performing an action, or Lieber’s (2016) contention
of a “nuance that suggests competition” (p. 150) which can be “playful” or “disparaging”
are all interpretations of the meaning potential rather than the definitive meaning of the
derivative or construction in question. All of these interpretations must be grounded or
coerced in a specific context. Rather than inventing new words or affixes, “we stretch the
morphological types we have to fit the meanings we need to express. . .we only begin
to see the full complexity of nominal meaning when we look at nouns in the contexts
that corpus-based examples afford us” (Lieber 2016, p. 179). We find that in a historical
analysis of meaning potential, the examples provided by corpora can reveal highly con-
textual and subtle distinctions—as well as complex, overlapping, and (inter)dependent
meanings—among near-synonymous forms which have changed or remained the same
over time.

No matter how similar two forms are semantically in the corpus data, if they are
morphologically distinct, then they must have some semantic, pragmatic, or social dis-
tinction as well, as stated in Leclercq and Morin’s (2023) Principle of No Equivalence. A
symbiotic model addresses the question “Why do we (potentially) have use for both forms?”
instead of “Which form is the more frequent and thus more likely to survive or win?”.
It provides us with an explanation as to why the coexistence of two near-synonymous
constructions furthers our understanding of language as a finite phenomenon of infinite
possibility. By utilizing a symbiotic model of coexistence—turning our attention to the
meaning potential of a construction influenced by specific usage contexts and applying a
diachronic analysis—we arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship
between the nominalizing suffixes -eer and -er.

6. Limitations

Our analysis leads us to suggest a symbiotic relationship of commensalism or mutual-
ism between -er and -eer due to the dependency or interdependency demonstrated by their
near-synonymous derivatives. Even so, other symbiotic relationships (i.e., parasitism) may
be applicable depending on the morphological phenomena under study. The symbiosis
model proposed here is not claimed to be an all-purpose model for synonymy among
morphological phenomena; some studies may be better served by applying a competition
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model. Further, corpus linguistics involves certain disadvantages and limitations, explicitly
discussed in Arppe et al. (2010), including the subjectivity of qualitative analysis (p. 6), the
availability or scarcity of data (p. 10), and the outright dismissal of the “explanatory value”
of corpora (p. 12). The corpora used for this study are not uniform in their design; COCA
provides not only significantly more raw data, but also organizes it into a more diverse
range of registers and genres than either COHA or EEBO. The most appropriate methods
will always depend on the phenomena under study and are limited by the historical data
we have available. This study is no different; we depended on a variety of sources, both
American and British English, for our data as we attempted to analyze the -eer suffix as
comprehensively as possible. In certain cases, the OED marked types as being either “U.S.”
(e.g., weaponeer) or “British” (e.g., pensioneer) or having transitioned from one to the other
(e.g., supermarketeer “Originally U.S. Now chiefly British”). From this study, we cannot
make definitive claims about dialect variation, but future studies may benefit from looking
into how dialect intersects with morphological developments and how ecological models
in morphology could be applicable in describing synonymy across global (i.e., not just US
and British) varieties of English.

Competition models utilize ecological concepts, just like our symbiosis model, which
are well fitted to describe certain morphological and semantic situations. We are not
suggesting that a symbiosis model is better than a competition model: in fact, the value
of applying multiple models to morphological phenomena (as we did in this study) may
supersede the importance of one or the other. That is, utilizing a symbiosis model alongside
a competition model can provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon
being studied: both models may inform and contribute to the conclusions of the research.
We have attempted to illustrate this possibility with Figure 1. The present study is only
concerned with the suffix -eer, and the symbiosis model proposed may be most applicable
to similar cases of unusual derivational morphology (e.g., -ster and -meister). The question
of what would qualify as “unusual” remains open-ended. Our study focuses only on the
relationship between -eer and -er. But how many forms (i.e., agent-forming suffixes) should
be considered as a part of the ecological network of “unusual” agent-forming suffixes?
Our model could help in the development of a more expansive study concerned with the
relationships between forms in this ecosystem.

7. Conclusions

We conclude that this analysis of -eer using a symbiotic model of coexistence can
demonstrate the validity of an alternative ecological model which may have potential
alongside or in place of an ecological model of competition in studies of other affixes
and possibly in other languages as well. Our symbiotic model may help to answer larger
questions in linguistics like how best to analyze multilingual morphological phenomena,
such as the emergence of semantically similar forms within the same language. We hope
the present study has demonstrated the importance of a diachronic approach in situations
of near-synonymy, or competition, as an understanding of semantic similarity necessitates
a review of the available historical record.

Our analysis left us curious as to why -eer is characterized by such an inconsistent
predictability of its meanings compared to other similar nominalizing suffixes identified
by Lieber (2016) (i.e., -ster and -meister). If it is possible for -ster to historically develop
a consistently unconventional or even illicit meaning (e.g., hipster and gangster), what
makes -eer, another agentive suffix with a similarly long history, resistant to settling into
such predictable niches? Subsequent research could investigate this question. Future
studies may also want to consider the degree to which -eer represents a contact-based
aspect of English word formation, particularly in light of debates about the borrowing of
derivational affixes (Palmer 2009; Seifart 2015). These studies could consider the potential
relevance of a symbiosis model for explaining contact-based morphological change, perhaps
looking at examples of suffix “naturalization” within a language (e.g., Burnley 1992) or
“translanguaging” across linguistic boundaries (e.g., Otheguy et al. 2015).
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Notes
1 The original cover is viewable here: https://www.bmimages.com/preview.asp?image=01613632138 (accessed on 8 March 2024).
2 At the same time, the -ity/-ness competition may be viewable as a type of symbiosis (perhaps commensalism). The spectrum

proposed in Figure 1 is by no means static and is simply our effort to visualize the distinctions which may be relevant when
analyzing forms in competition or symbiosis.

3 One other important note regarding orthography: the adjectival and nominal derivatives formed through the application of the
comparative or nominalizing suffix -er to bases with word-final [i] (e.g., _[i] + -er) were not considered as part of the relevant data
for this study. Though such derivatives are orthographically identical to nominal -eer derivatives that retain the <ier> spelling
(e.g., financier), they are not similarly compositional compared to -eer derivatives (i.e., base + -eer). Thus, any such adjectival (e.g.,
heavier) or nominal derivatives (e.g., candier) were regarded as contaminates and not included in the analysis.

4 These derivatives are discussed regarding the diversification of the part of speech (adjective/verb/noun) of -eer derivatives over
time but are not counted as part of the overall -eer data set because they do not represent constructions of the form “base + -eer.”

5 Another important note regarding token frequency: certain very-high-token-frequency constructions (e.g., engineer) and high-
token-frequency proper names (e.g., Sawyer and Napier) skewed the overall frequency counts, in some instances misrepresenting
the data due to the frequency of a single token. When this was the case, it is explicitly stated.

6 The MISCELLANEOUS domain was comprised of tokens that did not fit into the other six domains. The tokens in the MISCELLA-
NEOUS domain are divided into five subcategories: “type of person” (e.g., grimacier), “mechanism” (e.g., eyeleteer), “objects” (e.g.,
etrier), “animals” (e.g., rockier), and “plants” (e.g., frambousier).

7 By “consistent” we mean that after the 16th century there are at least 8 adjectival or verbal derivatives counted in each century
(i.e., 9 in the 17th century, 9 in the 18th century, 10 in the 19th century, and 8 in the 20th century). Also, this separation coincides
with more orthographic consistency after the 17th century.

8 While chi-square tests show no statistical difference between the two highest percentages of -eer derivative usage—in the 17th
and 18th centuries—there is a statistically significant difference between the peak of 4.8% in the 18th century and the 2.1% rate of
the 16th century (p = 0.004) and the 2.7% rate of the 19th century (p = 0.020).

9 I.e., rippier, 1384; perrier, 1481; rapier, 1503; limoneer, 1524; besognier, 1584; volunteer, 1618; chicaneer, 1653; douzenier, 1682; ergoteer,
1687; Presbyteer, 1708; pompier, 1815; pikanier, 1816; macheer, 1847; menuisier, 1847; benitier, 1853; moskeneer, 1874; entremetier, 1874;
entrier, 1955.

10 The term pion appears in EEBO, COHA, and COCA but without a consistent definition. In COCA, the frequency is zero because
the term appears in contexts with a distinct meaning irrelevant to pioneer (since the 1950s, pion has been used with a very specific
definition in particle physics). Frequencies from COHA are also counted as zero because they tend to constitute orthographic
errors or variations with words such as champion or scorpion, as well as what seem to be alternate spellings of peon (‘an attendant’)
and a few proper nouns. Only three occurrences in EEBO of the verb pion (meaning ‘to dig’) in 1590, 1648, and 1695 correspond to
the early definition of pioneer (i.e., ‘a digger or excavator’).
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