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What is a possible word?
Evidence from Russian factitive verbs

Anna Endresen & Laura A. Janda

CLEAR group (Cognitive Linguistics: Empirical Approaches to Russian)
University of Tromsg, Norway

Possible (marginal) word
¢ is attested at least once;
* isnot established in standard language;
* isaspontaneous creation generated on the fly, on a certain occasion;
* is generated on the basis of a productive morphological pattern;
* isanalyzable and semantically transparent.

Hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: |Standard Marginal| Nonce

Hypothesis 2: Standard |Marginal Nonce|

Hypothesis 3: Standard

Hypothesis 4: Standard gradual Marginal gradual Nonce

transition transition

Experiment: score-assighment test
JasHo nopa kak-mo onpuauvums Haule obujeHue 60.1ee MA2KUMU 8bIPAHCEHUSMU.
‘It’s high time we made our interaction respectable by using kinder statements.’

0 5 points - 3To cOBepIIeHHO HOPMaJIbHOE CJIOBO PYCCKOTO SI3bIKA.
‘This is an absolutely normal Russian word.’
04 points - 3TO CJIOBO HOpMaJIbHOE, HO €r0 MaJIO UCIOJIb3YIOT.
‘This word is normal, but it is rarely used.’
0 3 points - 3TO CJIOBO 3BYYUT CTPAHHO, HO, MOXKET ObITb, €r0 KTO-TO UCIOJIb3YET.
‘This word sounds strange, but someone might use it.’
O 2 points - 3TO CJIOBO 3BYYUT CTPAHHO, U €T0 BPSIZL JIK KTO-TO UCIIOJIb3YET.
‘This word sounds strange and it is unlikely that anyone uses it.
0 1 point - 3TOro CJ1I0Ba B pyCCKOM SI3bIKE HET.
‘This word does not exist in the Russian language.’

’

Website for experiment: http://ansatte.uit.no/laura.janda/opyt/opyt.html
On-line questionnaire: http://surveys.questionpro.com/a/t/AJ5SEZPVbR



Experimental stimuli: standard, marginal (possible), nonce factitive verbs

Freq Freq

RNC RNC
1950- 1950-

# | O- factitive Gloss 2012 | U- factitive Gloss 2012

define more
1 | ob”jasnit’ | clarify 18,149 | utocnit’ precisely 2,860
2 | oblegcit’ simplify, lighten 1,802 | umen’sit’ reduce 2,010
3 | oslabit’ weaken, loosen 1,401 | uskorit’ speed up 2,008
4 | okruglit’ express in round numbers 939 | ulucsit’ improve 1,899
5 | obogatit’ | enrich 800 | uprostit’ simplify 1,350
6 | oZestoc¢it’ | harden, obdurate 686 | ukorotit’ make shorter 787
7 | osloZnit’ complicate 410 | usloZnit’ complicate 311
8 | ogolit’ denude 387 | uteplit’ make warmer 205
9 | oscastlivit’ | make happy 343 | uplotnit’ compress 201
10 | osveZit’ freshen 280 | uxudsit’ make worse 199
Table 1: Standard factitive verbs used in experiment (control group 1).

Freq Freq

RNC RNC

1950- 1950-

# O- factitive Gloss 2012 | U- factitive Gloss 2012
1 | omeZdunarodit’ | internationalize 1 | uvkusnit’ make tastier 1
2 | opoxabit’ profane, pollute 1 | umedlit’ make slower 1
3 | oprilicit’ make decent 1 | ukrasivit’ make prettier 1
4 | oser’éznit’ make serious 1 | user’éznit’ make more serious 1
5 | ostekljanit’ make glassy 1 | ukonkretit’ | make more concrete 1
6 | orZavit’ corrode 2 | usovremenit’ | make more modern 1
7 | osurovit’ make rigorous 2 | ustroZit’ make stricter 3
8 | obytovit’ vulgarize 3 | ucelomudrit’ | make more innocent 3
9 | ovnesnit’ externalize 4 | uprozracit’ | make more transparent 4
10 | omuzykalit’ musicalize 4 | udoroZit’ make more expensive 8

Table 2: Marginal factitive verbs (possible words) used in experiment (tested group).

# | O- factitive | U- factitive
1 | osurit’ usaglit’
2 | otovit’ utulit’

3 | oduktit’ udamlit’
4 | ogabit’ uguzvit’
5 | okoclit’ ukampit’
6 | oSaklit’ usadrit’
7 | ocavit’ ucopit’

8 | oblusit’ uloprit’
9 | obnomit’ unokrit’
10 | obmomlit’ umarvit’

Table 3: Nonce factitive verbs used in experiment (control group 2).
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Experimental results

* Age (children 14-17 years old vs. adults 25-62 years old) and prefix (o- vs. u-) turned out to
be non-significant.

* Overall distribution: Standard vs. Marginal vs. Nonce

Standard Verbs Marginal Verbs Nonce Verbs

MAX = 605 MAX =479 MAX =223

MEAN = 595 MEAN = 286.4 MEAN = 183.4

MIN = 549 MIN =169 MIN =150

stand dev = 15 stand dev = 67 stand dev =19

variance = 235 variance = 4446 variance = 360
ANOVA RESULTS overall:

F= 546, df = 2, p-value < 2.2e-16

e Standard vs. Marginal words: t-test
t=20

df =21

p-value = 3.173e-15

95% confidence interval is 277 340

* Marginal vs. Nonce words: t-test
t=7

df =22

p-value = 1.098e-06

95% confidence interval is 71 135

* Marginal words are much closer to nonce words than to standard words (compromise
between Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3);

e Marginal words are different from both standard and nonce words, with much higher
standard deviation and variance;

* High variation across subjects: different acceptability judgments of marginal words.

Conclusions
* Each type of word has a different behavior.
* Marginal words are semantically transparent, but nonce words are not.
* Marginal words are rated more like nonce words than like standard words.
* Speakers are more sensitive to frequency than to semantic transparency.
* Frequency, which is related to performance, is a stronger factor than competence (ability
to unpack morphological patterns).
* Memory may be a stronger factor than use of productive rules.

References

Aronoff, Mark. 1983. Potential Words, Actual Words, Productivity and Frequency. In Proceedings of
the 13t international congress of linguists, August 29 - September 4, 1982. Tokyo. 163-171.

3



Bard, Ellen Gurman, Dan Robertson and Antonella Sorace. 1996. Magnitude Estimation of Linguistic
Acceptability. In Language 72,1. Pp. 32-68.

Bauer, Laurie. 2001. Morphological Productivity. Cambridge University Press.

Bauer, Laurie. 2012. Grammaticality, acceptability and the notion of possible word. A paper presented
at the Conference “Data-Rich Approaches to English Morphology” in Victoria University
Wellington, New Zealand.

Bermel, Neil & Ludék Knittl. 2012. Corpus frequency and acceptability judgements: A study of
morphosyntactic variants in Czech. In Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic Theory, 8(2), 241-275.

Bermel, Neil & Ludék Knittl. 2012. Morphosyntactic variation and syntactic constructions in Czech
nominal declension: corpus frequency and native-speaker judgements. In Russian Linguistics,
36 (1),91-1109.

Collins, Chris, Stephanie N. Guitard and Jim Wood. 2009. Imposters: An Online Survey of
Grammaticality Judgments. In NYU Working Papers in Linguistics, Volume 2: Papers in Syntax,
Spring.

Dabrowska, Ewa. 2010."Naive vs. expert intuitions: An empirical study of acceptability judgments”.
The Linguistic Review 27, 1-23.

Dressler, Wolfgang U. 2000. Extragrammatical vs. marginal morphology. In Doleschal, Ursula and
Anna M. Thornton (eds.) Extragrammatical and Marginal Morphology. LINCOM Studies in
Theoretical Linguistics 12, 1- 10.

Endresen, Anna. In print. “Samostojatel’nye morfemy ili pozicionnye varianty? Morfologiceskij status
russkix pristavok O- i OB- v svete novyx dannyx: korpus i eksperiment” (= Distinct Morphemes or
Positional Variants? Morphological status of the Russian Prefixes o- and ob- in the light of new
evidence: Data from corpus and experiment). In Voprosy jazykoznanija.

Glazanova, Evgenija Valentinovna. 2000. Metodika leksiko-semanti¢eskogo issledovanija s
ispol’zovaniem sub”ektivnogo Skalirovanija i ee nadéZnost’. In Vestnik molodyx ucenyx. P. 44-50.

Glazanova, Evgenija Valentinovna. 2001. Tipy svjazej v mental'nom leksikone i eksperimental’nye
metody ix issledovanija. Kandidatskaya dissertacija. St. Petersburg State University.

Haspelmath, M. 2002. Understanding Morphology. Oxford University Press. London.

Schiitze, Carson T. (1996) The Empirical Base of Linguistics: Grammaticality judgements and linguistic
methodology. Chicago and London. The University of Chicago Press.

Sorace, Antonella and Frank Keller. 2005. Gradience in Linguistic Data. In Lingua 115, 1497-1524.

Stern, Alla Solomonovna. 1992. Perceptivnyj aspekt recevoj dejatel’nosti (Eksperimental'noe
issledovanije). St. Petersburg. [zdatel’stvo Sankt-Peterburgskogo universiteta.



