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A.
Introduction 

This essay discusses the agentive suffixes in English and Cantonese. The discussion includes the classification, operation criteria and productivity of these agaentive suffixes in both languages. For animate agentive suffixes, the associated professionality (the degree of being recognized as a professional job) is also in our focus. 

“Agentive suffixes” in this essay is defined as a kind of suffix that can be attached to a root verb or a root noun to produce an agent which performs the corresponding action specified by the root.

B. English Agentive Suffixes

i. Classification

In English, there are eight agentive suffixes: –smith,  –er, –or, –ist,  –ian, –ant, –ent and –smith. These agentive suffixes can be classified into two groups: animate or inanimate. Animate agentive suffixes produce animate agentive nouns, while inanimate suffixes produce inanimate agentive nouns. The members of each of the groups are listed below:

animate
–er         (e.g. driver, supporter, teacher)

–or         (e.g. actor, demonstrator, translator)
–ist         (e.g. biologist, cyclist, pianist) 

–ian        (e.g. electrician, magician, musician)

–ant        (e.g assistant, servant)

–ent        (e.g. resident)

–smith    (e.g. goldsmith, locksmith, wordsmith)

inanimate
–er         (e.g. computer, eraser, recorder)  

–or         (e.g. elevator, monitor, vibrator)

–ent        (e.g. absorbent, solvent)

-ant        (e.g, disinfectant)

ii.
Operation Criteria

All the agentive suffixes can be attached to a verb (such as “teacher”, which is formed by attaching “–er” to “teach”) or a noun (such as “pianist” is formed by combining “–ist” with “piano”) to form an agentive noun. Besides, there are some specific restrictions on the use of the following agentive suffixes: –ist, –ian and –smith. 

–ist is used for roots which end with –logy (such as biologist), –ism (such as communist, fascist, realist), or other academic profession (such as linguist); while –ian is used for roots which end with –ics (such as musician, magician, mathematician), and –smith is usually attached to a noun, but not a verb (such as goldsmith, locksmith).
For animate agentive suffixes, the professionality that associated with the agentive nouns formed with the suffixes –ist and –ian are a little stronger than those formed with the other agentive suffixes. 

iii.
Productivity

Among the eight agentive affixes listed above, –er, is the most productive. It is grammatically possible to attach it to all the verbs available.  Thus, a new word like “clicker” (formed by attaching “–er” to “click”) is a possible formation. Another similar suffix –or, being a variant of –er, is less productive. Its presence can only be attributed to spelling convention. Due to the operation restrictions as illustrated above, suffixes like –ist, and –ian become less productive. Inanimate suffixes like –ant, –ent are mainly for chemical substances, while  –smith is the most unproductive. 

iv. Further Discussion

The presence of the suffix –ee make the whole matter complicated. This suffix also operates by attaching itself to a root verb to form an agent-like noun (such as employee, interviewee, and trainee). However, the noun formed in this way is not the agent who performs the action specified by the verb, but the one who is affected. Thus, “employee” is the one who employs someone, but not the one who is being employed. 
Since “agentive suffixes” is the kind of suffixes that can produce an action-performing agent. The suffix –ee is not regarded as an agentive suffix. Due to its agentive-like operation, it is appropriate to call the suffix –ee pseudo-agentive suffixes. 
C. Cantonese Agentive Suffixes

i.
 Classification
In Cantonese, there are twenty agentive suffixes: 員 (yuan), 師 (si), 家 (ga), 人 (yan), 者 (je), 手(sau), 工 (gung), 匠 (jeung), 夫 (fu), 長(jeung), 主(chu) 佬  (lo), 婆  (po), 仔 (jai), 妹 (mui), 機  (gei), 器  (hei), 劑 (jai), 液 (yik) and 物(mat). 

Like their English counterparts, these agentive suffixes can also be classified into two groups: animate and inanimate. Besides, they can be further subcategorized into formal and colloquial, general and superior, machinery and chemical, common and collective. The members of each of the groups are listed below:
animate
general
formal
員：觀 察 員，演員 ，翻 譯 員

師：教 師，工 程 師，治 療 師

家：藝 術 家， 作 曲 家，語 言 學 家

人：見 証 人，詩 人，經 理 人，工人

者：記 者，目 擊 者

手：賽 車 手，舵 手

工：礦 工， 清 潔 工

匠： 工 匠， 鎖 匠，金 匠 

夫： 清 道 夫，屠 夫



colloquial
佬 (for men)： 洗 衣 佬，西 餅 佬，的 士 佬

婆 (for women)： 洗 衣 婆，西 餅 婆

仔 (for young men)： 洗 衣 仔

妹 (for young girls)： 洗 衣 妹 ，西 餅 妹


superior
長：校 長，隊 長，車 長，護 士 長

主：車 主， 屋 主， 救 世 主

inanimate
common
machinery
機：  發 電 機，飛 機

器： 探 測 器，消 音 器，化 油 器



chemical solution
劑：清 潔 劑，漂 白 劑，除 臭 劑，

液：清 潔 液，防 蟲 液


collective
物：建 築 物，障 礙 物

ii.
Operation Criteria
All the agentive suffixes can be attached to a verb (such as “teacher”, which is formed by attaching “–er” to “teach”) or a noun (such as “pianist” is formed by combining “–ist” with “piano”) to form an agentive noun, except the suffix 仔. To form an agentive noun, this suffix can only be attached to a disyllabic verb phrase (VP), but not a noun phrase (NP). For example, we can obtain 洗 衣 仔 (the boy who does the washing job) by combining 洗 衣 (a VP, means washing clothes) and 仔. However, if  the suffix 仔 is attached  to a NP, such as  的 士 (taxi), that refers to a small taxi, but not a taxi-driver. It is obvious to note that if the suffix 仔 is attached to a NP, it is no longer an agentive suffix, but a suffix which indicates smallness of the root noun. It should be noted that suffixes like 仔, as well as 佬, 婆 and 妹 can only be used in colloquial Cantonese usage.  

For animate agentive suffixes, the professionality that is associated with the agentive nouns formed with the suffixes 師 (such as 教 師 teacher), 家 (such as 藝 術 家 artist) are much stronger than those formed with the other agentive suffixes. Agentive nouns with suffixes 師 or 家 are usually associated with an image of expert or scholar. The suffix 手 also associates with expertise, but it is mainly used with roots of sport field. Examples include 賽 車 手 (racing car driver) and 賽 跑 手 (runner); while suffixes like 員 (such as 翻 譯 員 translator) , 人 (such as 証 人 witness) and 者 (such as 記 者 reporter) are neutral in terms of professionality, and suffixes like 工 (such as 礦 工 miner), 匠 (such as 鎖 匠 locksmith) and 夫 (such as 清 道 夫 street-cleaner) carry the least associated  professionality.

Furthermore, there are two superior agentive suffixes 長 and 主, which are used to indicate someone as having the authority (such 校 長 headmaster) or the owner of something (such as 屋 主, the owner of a house). 

For inanimate agentive suffixes, the classification is even more detailed. Suffixes like 機 and 器 are used for machinery, while suffixes 劑 and 液 are used for liquid chemicals. Besides, it should be noted that the suffix 機 tends to imply that the things being described have a complex structure or bigger size, while 器 tends to imply that the things being described are less complex and smaller in size. However, exceptions to these rules can be found. Examples include 釘 書 機 (stapler, which is rather small in size) and 飛 行 器 (used in Chinese legal text, which refers to all kind of things that can fly, not only aeroplanes).
iii.
Productivity

Among the eight agentive affixes listed above, 員, 師, 家 機 and 器are the most productive. Other similar suffix 人, 者, 工 are less productive. While 匠, 夫 are the most unproductive. On the other hand, those colloquial suffixes such as 仔, 佬, 婆 and 妹 are very productive regardless of the insulting implication which they are carrying.
iv.
Further Discussion
It is sometimes difficult to check whether a certain Chinese character is a word or suffix. Such tricky examples include 語 言 學 家 and 語 言 學 者. If we analyze them as a combination of  a root 語 言 學 and a suffix 家 (or 者), then both 家 and 者 can be regarded as agentive suffixes. However, if we analyze them as a combination of  語 言 and 學 家 or 學 者, then only 學 家 is regarded as the agentive suffix, since 學 者 can be used independently as a lexeme (which means scholar), while 學 家 cannot. 

D.
Conclusion

From the above discussion, it can be found that Cantonese has more agentive suffixes with a more delicate classification system and operation criteria.  Besides, since each Chinese morpheme can possibly act as a lexeme in one occasion, but a suffix in some other occasions, care should be taken in analyzing or using Chinese agentive suffixes.
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