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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).



