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A Strictly Phonological Account of Dutch Short
Diminutives. Can Orthographies Cause Blind Spots?

1. Introduction:

Dutch diminutives can be split into two major categories, ones taking —atys and
others taking —tys or one of its allomorphs. Given an underlying -tys, it appears
to be generally accepted that no purely phonological account is available for the
—atya suffix.

More significantly, rules determining the - tys alternants have also been
generally thought of as morphophonemic, that is rule governed but not fully and
strictly phonologically determined.

Trommelen (1983:56 ) states:

(These rules) must mention the category DIMINUTIVE explicitly, and to the best
of my knowledge there is no other phenomenon in Dutch that can lead to a
generalisation is this respect.

In this article I would like to present just such a phenomenon and the
generalisation it leads to, that is, I would like to propose a strictly phonological
account of these forms. I will also briefly discuss a strictly phonological
alternative, tentatively offered from an Optimality Theoretical perspective (van
de Weijer 2002 / Kooij and van Oostendorp 2003).

2. The Data

Alternations in Dutch diminutives have received ample attention. Generally a
major distinction is made between words that take -stys and the ones that lack
the -o-, e.g. :

/man/ - /manatys/  ‘(small) man’
/man/ - /mantys/  ‘(small) moon’

In more neutral environments, like following vowels, only -tys is observed. This
has led to a fairly general consensus that -tys is the underlying diminutive suffix.
As to the longer form, there seems to be no compelling phonotactic reason for a
form like /kan-tys/ ‘small can’ to become [kanoatys] as [kantys] ‘small
edge/border’ also occurs. (Cf. Booij 1981:157). Furthermore, a number of forms
with the long diminutive have a short alternative, e.g. /wex/ 'path' has either

/wexya/ or /wexoatys/.

I will, therefore, conclude that the long diminutive can not be derived from
underlying -tys by phonological rule only. For the purpose of this article, it will be
assumed that items are marked for the type of diminutive (long or short) they
take and the focus here will be on the second type, the short diminutive. *

These forms and their short diminutives show extensive phonologically
determined “allomorphy”

*Maud Fontein's research amongst adults and children confirms the existence of two word classes.
The ones taking "-etje" have to be specially stored, the other diminutives are rule governed.
Fontein (2004) en Fontein (2005).



The following table is fairly representative of what can be found:

Word/Diminutive Word/Diminutive Word/Diminutive Gloss (Diminutive of):
Orthographical Underlying Surface

ei / eitje ey / eytyos ey / eytya Egg

koe / koetje ku / kutya ku / kutya Cow
koop / kopje kop / koptya kop / kopya Cup
staaf / staafje staf / staftys staf / stafyo Bar
raam / raampje ram / ramtyd ram / rampyd Window
straat / straatje strat / strattys strat / stratya Street
stad / stadje stad / stadtyo stat / statyd Town
jas / jasje yas / yastya yas / yasyd Coat
haan / haantje han / hantyo han / hantys Rooster/cock
kool / kooltje kol / koltya kol / koltya Coal
paar / paartje par / partya par / partyd Pair
zaak / zaakje zak / zaktyd zak / zakya Pocket
lach / lachje lax / laxtya lax / laxya Laugh
haag / haagje hay / haytys hax / haxya Hedge
koning / koninkje konmiy / komuptyd komy / kompkya King
mops / mopsje mops / mopstyd mops / mopsyd Pug

kaft / kaftje kaft / kafttys kaft / kafya Cover
hemd / hemdje hemd / hemdtys hempt / hempya Vest
pats / patsje pats / patstyo pats / patsy? Slap
kast / kastje kast / kasttya kast / kasya Cupboard
hond / hondje hond / handtys hont / hontys Dog
dans / dansje dans / danstya dans / dansyd Dance
schors / schorsje SXors / sxorstya SXIr's / SXorsyd Bark
schort / schortje sxort / sxorttys sxort / sxartya Apron
werf / werfje werf / werftyo werf / werfya Shipyard
wals / walsje wals / walstya wals / walsyd Waltz
kalf / kalfje kalf / kalftya kalf / kalfya Calf

vilt / viltje vilt / vilttys vilt / viltys Felt
heks / heksje heks / hekstya heks / heksya Witch
contact / contactje kantakt / kantakttys kontakt / kontakya Contact
bocht / bochtje baxt / baxttya baxt / baxya Corner
korps / korpsje karps / korpstys korps / korpsya Corps
korst / korstje Kkorst / Korsttys korst / korsya Crust
burcht / burchtje burxt / burxttya burxt / burxya Fortress
kunst / kunstje kunst / kunsttys kunst / kunsya Art
vangst / vangstje vayst / vagsttyd vagst / vagsya Catch
oogst / oogstje oxst / oxsttyo oxst / oxsya Harvest
prompt / promptje promt / promttya prampt / prompya Prompt (computer)
inkt / inktje wt / wt wkt / ipkys Ink (type of)

As can be gleaned from the orthographic renderings, Dutch spelling follows the
changes only to the extent that the suffix is perceived to be altered. Dutch
phonologists have followed suit in considering precisely those alterations to be in
need of marking i.e. not the pure result of phonological processes operative
throughout the language.



