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The Diminutive in English and Arabic: A Comparative study
Dr. Ghanim J. Idan Al- Sieedy,

University of Kerbala /College of Education for Human Sciences

Abstract:

Carrying out comparative studies may pave the way for knowing some universal facts
about human language and the common characteristics the compared languages have. The
present study tackled one phenomenon of language, the diminutive, which was seen common
both to English and Arabic. In English, the diminutive usually shows that something is small
and it is either used literally or metaphorically. In Arabic, on the other hand, such meanings are
also to be noticed together with the idea that the diminutive mainly means shortening. The paper
was divided into three sections and a conclusion. Section one dealt with the diminutive in
English giving a definition, talking about the formation of the diminutive, showing the relation
between the diminutive and phonology, the diminutive and productivity, the diminutive and
borrowing, the diminutive and other languages and afterwards the relation between the
diminutive and pragmatics. Section two, on the other hand, was concerned with the diminutive
in Arabic where a definition was also given, the functions the diminutive achieve, the conditions
for forming the diminutive, the prosodic measures the diminutive follows and the rules and
exceptions it follows. Section three was a comparison between the diminutive in English and
Arabic. The study ended with mentioning some conclusions the study came out with. It was
seen that the two languages differed on the phonological level, some differences were noticed as
regards the parts of speech and functions the diminutive perform in each of the two languages.
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Introduction:

The diminutive is a linguistic construction or a linguistic phenomenon
which is common both in English and Arabic. The 'Oxford Advanced
Learner's Dictionary', for example, defines a diminutive as a word or an
ending of a word that shows that somebody or something is small. Crystal
(2003: 139) adds to this that the use of the diminutive is either literal or
metaphorical. The diminutive of 'duck’, for example, is 'duckling' and for
‘James' is 'Jim'. In Arabic, the diminutive of ' &' is 'ux". It is hypothesized
that the two languages differ as to the functions the diminutive fulfil.

This study also aims to see the points of departure and the meeting
points between the two languages, i.e English and Arabic regarding the
diminutive. It also aims at testing the hypothesis above.

As procedures for the study, a survey of the books, articles, etc. on the
two languages will be made.

To the best of the researcher's knowledge, no previous study comparing
the two languages has been made and this is what justifies the carrying out
of such a study. It is hoped that the study will be of advantage to both
students and researchers specialists in English and Arabic.

Section One: Diminutive in English

1.1. Definition

The 'Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary' (2005) defines a
diminutive as a word or an ending of a word that shows that somebody or
something is small. Crystal (2003: 139), on the other hand, and after giving
(dim, DIM) as abbreviations for the diminutive, says that the use of the
diminutive is either literal or metaphorical adding that the term is usually
contrasted with augmentative .

1.2. Formation of the Diminutive

Regarding the formation of the diminutive, Cruse (2006: 50) says that the
term diminutive is often applied to a word bearing a diminutive affix, and
he also extends the use of the diminutive to apply to short forms of proper
names such as James: Jim and Margaret: Peggy. He (ibid: 49) also
argues that the main diminutive suffixes in English are: - ling (duck:
duckling), -ette (kitchen: kitchenette), -let (tart: tartlet), -ie (lad: laddie). He
also gives mini as a diminutive prefix (skirt: miniskirt). A number of things
may be noticed here. First, the number of these diminutive affixes is limited
in spite of the fact that Stageberg (1981: 102) adds to them —et (circle:
circlet), -kin (lamb: lambkin),  -kin (man: manikin) and —i and -y (Will:
Willy), Second, they, together with those mentioned by Stageberg, are all
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suffixes except mini which is a prefix. Third, most of these diminutives, if
not all, seem to be shorter than the basic from of the word to which they are
attached. Besides, they are considered morphemic due to their ability of
being added to most nouns.

In this connection, a homophonic clash may take place and, therefore,
must be avoided as some of these diminutive suffixes, Stageberg (ibid)
argues have the following homophones:

1. -y, an adjective forming suffix added to a noun as in cloudy.

2. -le, a noun- forming suffix added to an adjective, as in smartie,
toughie .

3. —ette, a feminine suffix, as in majorette.

4. -ling, a noun suffix denoting animals, as in yearling, shearling,
fledgling, nestling, weanling.

Some diminutive forms may be short forms of proper names, e.g (James:
Jim) or completely different words i.e altered forms, e.g (Margaret:
Peggy) (see Cruse, 2006:51).

1.3. The Diminutive & Phonology

The vowels of the six diminutive suffixes mentioned by Stageberg
(ibid) are three front vowels: /i/, /1/ and /¢/ . But the suffix -y, for example,
Akmajian et al. (2001:40) argue, causes no phonological changes in the
base word to which it is attached but does augment the base by adding its
own sound.

1.4. The Diminutive & Productivity

Due to the fact that the diminutive formation in English is not part of any
general, syntactically driven paradigm as there is no syntactic rule which
makes reference to the property 'diminutive’, it becomes apparent and
uncontroversial, katamba (1993: 210) argues, to view —ling, -y, -let and —
ette as derivational suffixes. In this regard, Stageberg (op.cit) differentiates
between the degree and level of productivity each of these and other
suffixes has. He says that the first suffix, pronounced /i / and spelled — ie, -
I and -y, is highly productive and the second i.e —ette is also in active use.
The other four diminutive suffixes i.e (-kin, -ikin, -kins), -ling, -et, and —
let exist in the language as diminutives but they are rarely if ever added to
new nouns. In short, they are unproductive, inactive

1.5. The Diminutive & Borrowing

The process of borrowing or loan words has a role to play here as many
other diminutive suffixes in addition to the six ones mentioned earlier,
Stageberg (1981: 103) argues, have come into English as a part of
borrowed words. These were diminutives in their own parent language but
are non- morphemic in English. For illustration, he adds, here is a handful
of them.
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Mosquito Panel Venezuela
bambino Morsel Quartet
armadillo Damsel Bulletin
(two successive
diminutives here)
peccadillo Scalpel Falsetto
flotilla Satchel Stiletto
Priscilla Muscle Maureen
cookie Particle Lochan
colonel Pupil Formula
citadel Violin Capsule
Violoncello
Novel(noun) Puppet calculus

1.6. The Diminutive & Other Languages
The diminutive in English is not language- specific Stageberg (ibid) argues
that diminutive suffixes occur in many languages. Below are a few

examples:

1. French sonnette  /sone't/ , little bell

2. Spanish  casita / kasita /, little house
3. Italian stanzina  /stantsina/, little room
4. Romanian fetita /fetisa/, little girl

5. Hawaiin  puliki /puliki /, vest

6. German  Hiundchen /h¢ntgen/, puppy

7. Portuguese casinha  /kasina/, little house
8. Dutch hvisje /hiisja/ , little house

Arabic is another language, we can add, which is familiar with
diminutiveness. In this regard Katamba (1993: 210) says that in many
African languages, diminutive and augmentatives are marked by affixes
that are at the heart of the inflectional system.

1.7. Arbitrary or Rule- Governed?

The question that may be raised here is , Is there a rule in English which
says that a particular diminutive suffix must be used with a particular noun?
The answer is that no such a rule is to be found. For example, the
diminutive suffix —ling as in gosling (a young goose) and suckling
(literally, an unweaned young animal or child; hence, an unweaned
mammal; or, an infant or very young child) (see Williams, 2008: 222- 223)
are similarly used for birds, animals and human beings respectively. Yes,
the three diminutive suffixes —ie , -i, -y are primarily used with proper
nouns and sometimes with common nouns but with no priority or
preference of a certain sex over the other.

1.8. The Diminutive & Pragmatics
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When defining the term diminutive, Crystal(2003) in his dictionary says
that the term diminutive is used in morphology to refer to an affix with the
general meaning of 'little', used literally or metaphorically (as a term of
endearment). Matthews (2007), in his turn, says that the diminutive is a
word, etc.

Which basically indicates small size. As we can see both writers emphasize
the literal, i.e semantic meaning of the diminutive. Now, if we accept this
idea, then why don't we consider the prefix micro or micr as part of this
(system) which is the diminutive as they are attached to many words, e.g.
microfilm, microcomputer, microchemistry, etc.

Cruse (2006: 49) also considers mini — as a diminutive prefix. Besides,
why don't we include such synonyms as wee, tiny, miniature, pigmy, etc.
as part of that system. However, when talking about the addition of the
diminutive suffix —y to the noun dad making it daddy, Akmajian et al.
(2006: 40) argue that the addition of the diminutive suffix —y causes no
obvious semantic change in the sense that both dad and daddy denote the
same persons, except that the form daddy is used in baby talk or intimate
family context. Although -y , they add, does not cause a semantic change,
it does change the context of appropriate use, which is a pragmatic change.
This, | think, is a great movement towards morphopragmatics. Priority and
precedence of pragmatics over semantics or literal meaning is also noticed
in Cruse's (2006: 50) as he, when dealing with diminutives says that
diminutives are often used to express affection or intimacy, rather than (or
as well as) small size and adds that they are characteristic of talk with
children. Pragmatic uses and purposes are also included in the definition
given in Webster's dictionary (1988) where the diminutive is seen to
indicate small and sometimes the state or quality of being familiarly
known, lovable, pitiable, or contemptible. Stageberg (1981: 102), in his
turn, also says that the six diminutive suffixes are considered morphemes
which convey a meaning of smallness or endearment or both.

The pragmatic meaning of diminutives is also emphasized and noticed in
some other languages. For example, when talking about Italian diminutives,
Dressler and Merlini- Barbares (1993: 54-275) as cited in Spencer and
Zwicky, 2001: 276) argue that pragmatically, diminutives express an
evaluation or judgment which depends on the speaker's intentions,
perspective and standards of evolution and add that the most general
pragmatic meaning of diminutives seems to be non- seriousness and that
the use of the diminutive can be analyzed adequately in terms of (i) speech
situations, (ii) speech acts and (iii) regulative factors such as playfulness,
emotion, intimacy, understatement, modesty, euphemism, etc. Typical
speech situations in which diminutives are used are child- centered, pet-
centered and lover- centered speech situation. As to speech acts, the main
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contribution of diminutive is the modification of the relative strength of a
speech act.

Section Two: The Diminutive in Arabic
2.1. Definition:

In language, lbrahim (1957:186) says that the diminutiveness means
diminishing or causing to look less and morphologically it is a change in
the form of a word, usually a noun. Al- taweel (2007: 42), in his turn, says
that this noun is always inflected. In the same regard, Halwany (1999: 328)
argues that diminutiveness is one expressive characteristic of the Arabic
language where one can express some psychological meanings. Salah
(2005: 140) also adds that the diminutive mainly means shortening as it is a
sort of description of meaning e.g. when we say _ssa€ it is shorter than
when we say s ,sias . Halwany (op.cit) adds that the diminutive also
involves two means of expression in language; these are affixation and
form, where a consonantal (voweless) ¢ (yaa) is added to the word and
some phonological changes also take place such as by the first letter
carrying (damma) (::) and the second letter carrying fetha (&) . It is,
therefore, closer to a change in form than to affixation.

2.2. Purposes / Functions of the Diminutive:

The diminutive in Arabic is usually used to achieve a number of
functions. Ibrahim (1957: 186) and Salah (2005: 140) talk nearly about the
same functions. These may be summarized as follows:

1. Diminishing a thing by diminishing itself, e.g. s and J as
diminutives of = and J= respectively.

2. Diminishing a thing by diminishing its quantity, e.g. <lagiyd as a
diminutive of a&1,4,

3. Depreciation of prestige, e.g ) and 3% as diminutives of Jau and
s respectively. }

4. Showing the approximity of time, e.g <l J&8 and el L&) as
diminutives of il J# and el 2 respectively.

5. Showing the apprOX|m|ty of place /destination, e. -9 duw jall i and sl

5 a4 as diminutives of dwjaall i and 8 &l wal respectively.

6. Showing pity, kindness and mercy, or closeness and intimacy e.g ey
Al | and il respectively.

7. Showing glorification and honour e.g

Al e i dpgagd agn JA g (il U8y

2.3. The Diminutive & Its Conditions:

For forming and making the diminutive, Salah (2005: 142) argues that
the following conditions must be met:
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1. It should be a noun; it is neither a verb nor a preposition. This is due to
the fact that the diminutive is usually a description (modification) of
meaning and the verb and the preposition are not usually described. Such
verbs of surprise or wonder as 4wialla and oMafle are exceptionally
diminuted and are not usually preferred by the Basrah scholars. However,
Wright (1981: 167) argues that the diminutive is also formed from the
demonstrative pronoun 13 and its derivatives, as well as the relative pronoun
cs-ﬁ‘ and also from certain prepositions, which are, however, substantives in
the accusative, as Jib a little before, & a little after, aaﬁ a little above,
énsd a little below, a little nearer than, etc. But, the diminutives of
demonstrative and relative pronouns are only considered by most
grammarians but exceptions .

2. It should be declinable; pronouns, conditional and interrogative nouns,
indefinite nouns with vague intensifying force such as ¢» s W and other
relatives and also demonstrative nouns, etc. are not usually diminuted; if
seen, then these are only considered but exceptions.

3. It should not be in the form of or in accordance with the forms and
patterns of the diminutive or even similar to such patterns such as s 4l
u.\ASJuM etc.

as they are in the form of the diminutive pattern of the triliteral verbs or as
(s and ks as they are similar to the form and pattern of the
diminutive.

4. It should admit and be capable of diminutiveness; nouns which are
usually stamped with and characterized by glorification, honour and
highness such as Allah's, the Most High, names and also His Prophets and
angels, the noun which denotes totality such as dJs the whole or which
denotes fewness or rareness such as v« some and nouns which refer to or
are connected with certain times such as names of the months and days of
the week are not usually diminuted.

2.4. Prosodic Metres / Measures of the Diminutive:

Because of the great majority of the words to be diminuted and the
different measures they take, Al-Khalil bin Ahmed (as cited in Ibrahim,
1957: 365-366) put forward three prosodic measures for the diminutive and
these are: 1. Jiad 2. Juab 3, dm

The first prosodic measure i.e J&é , Halwany (1999: 332-333) argues,
is generally used for making the d|m|nut|ve of triliteral nouns, e.g 85 s
a5 as diminutives of A s & and Jau respectively while the second
measure, i.e. gh-u is used for forming the diminutive of quadriliteral nouns,
e.g AR 5 au4 9 gulida as diminutives of s 53w and gl respectively.
The third measure (form), i.e J=28 is used for forming the diminutive of
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quinqueliteral nouns, e.g &8 5 piiiat g muiies as diminutives of L sias
Ja18 9 and gluas respectively.

In the same regard, Halwany (ibid) adds that the measures (forms)
mentioned above depend on the number of the letters of the noun before its
being diminuted but some letters are not usually regarded part of the word
(noun) to be diminuted. Of such letters are: 1. The feminine termination ( -
£1), e.g #lwaa as a diminutive of #1aa ;2. The feminine termination (0-),
e.g ABus 3s a diminutive of 4ia : 3. The relative termination ( s- ), the
ending (¢)-) and the dual and plural terminations (¢-), (&s-), e.g s for
s A 9 olade for glais | Gmbish for cpdla, Gealisd for Gsald and <bbish for
<l Morphologists have added to these nouns consisting of two words
such as 4xe the diminutive of which is &)ae where the second word
remains unchanged. The diminutives <isa s and bl as diminutives of
< ga w2 and <ides respectively are also consided part of this.

2.5. The Diminutive: Rules and Exceptions:

The opposite or the antonym of the diminutive is the augmentative (see
Ibrahim, 2 : 365). Regarding the rules and exceptions of forming the
diminutive, Darweesh (1980: 123) provides the following:

First : The first letter carries damma (=), the second carries fetha () and a
third (=) is added, e.g Ji&& for Jie and g for s, This is the general
principle (rule) for triliteral nouns.

Second: In a quadriliteral noun, even if its letters are primitive (original)
and no other letter is added to them, another change, in addition to the first
letter carrying damma, the second fetha and adding (=), takes place. For
example, in L= which is diminuted to J&a the letter after (<) takes kesra
(-). If the last letter but one is a servile letter, It is changed into (<) and then
coalesces with the (<) of the diminutive which results in the (=) being
geminated, e.g <58 y gea and &b as diminutives of «USy z sxa and &b
respectively.

Nouns which end with the feminine (9), e.g 3,~& and 4= are considered
exceptions as their letter before (<) take fetha (*) and not kesra (,), hernce
8_padand 42, The same goes for nouns ending with the feminine elif (),
e.g 83 for 44 and for those nouns the fourth letter of which is a servile
elif (1), e.g slud for slsaa . Of other exceptions, ¢lf« and Cef€as
diminutives of /S« and oWis take different forms; oUals and Ols s
which are diminuted to ¢sd and ¢esas= are considered exceptions to
these.
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Third: In the quinqueliteral nouns ending with the feminine (6) or the
servile elif or have other additions (letters), the letter after the diminutive
(=) takes kesra (o), e.g Asis for sladyd Abia for olke ) slad @ for
Ol | guda for g oA and Gsausda for s Aa,

Fourth: In the quinqueliteral ending with elif not indicating or marking the
feminine and not the elif of ¢S4 or the last letter but one of which is (<) or
(9), the vowel letter is changed into (=), .0 gl and siduas for glwa
and Lsi<s respectively.

Fifth : If the noun consists of less than three letters as it looks, the
diminutive will render it and make it triliteral according to the following:

a. Recover what has been omitted of the (s&), (¢==) or (a¥), e.g 32 and x
become 3 and 43 respectively.

b. Resolve the geminated letter in nouns with double (geminated)
consonants, e.g & and <wes for 2 and < respectively.

c. Double the letter and make the diminutive (<) consist of two letters. As
examples, if a person is named A or J&, then their diminutives will be axl
and Jsl& respectively.

The diminutive (=) may be geminated, hence .l and .

Sixth: If the second letter of the noun to be diminuted is an elif, it must be
changed as the first letter of the diminutive must take damma and the
second must take fetha and the elif is not capable of this. If the second
letter is (s) or (=) which are not primitive, they are recovered or taken back
and an elif is changed into (sk), if it is originally (&), e.g <= for <4, An
elif is changed into (s\s) if it is originally (s's) or of unknown origin or
augmented, e.g ssd , mssand Jiss for s, zle and Ja respectively.
Besides, the (4's) is changed into or rendered (sk) or the (s4) is changed
into (s's) or they are changed or replaced by hemza (%) according to the
origin from which they come or from which they are generated. Hence, we
say 4agd for 4ad and o for ¢dsa as they are originally derived from as
and C& respectively. <33 and 4w, are considered diminutives for i
and ol respectively but for Jts the usual diminutive is s,

Seventh : If the noun has no feminine termination the feminine (8) is
usually added to it when forming its diminutive, e.g AL | adpe and 4 are
considered diminutives for &3, ¢ and & respectively.

In the same regard, proper names consisting of two words such as & |
G ga w2 and idry, their diminutives, Wright (1981: 170) argue are usually
formed from the first word with the second word remaining unchanged,
hence &awe | < gauad and dilas respectively.
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The softened or curtailed diminutive (e-nﬂ\ JM) Wright (ibid) argue,
Is also used. Consequently, umﬂ u«ak-'ﬁ and _iee are also considered
diminutives for (&l , (a8 and Jauf—respectlvely

When talking about quadriliteral or quinqueliteral nouns of which the
last two letters are weak, Wright (ibid) argues that one of them is to be
rejected, e.g the diminutives for Ga, 3¥and s are (a (for (), ¥
(for (%) andke (for (k&) respectively.

Regarding nouns which have lost their third radical, whether they have
the feminine termination (6) or not, Wright (ibid) argues that their
dlmlnutlves are usually formed by recoverlng their third radical, e.g ua‘
iAdand MJ as diminutives for &, 43 and EH respectively.

Section Three : A Comparison Between The Diminutive In English &
In Arabic:

As belonging to two different families, English as an Indo-European
language and Arabic as a Semitic language, therefore; expecting
differences is something normal. This section is going to show where the
two languages, the subject of the study, meet and where they diverse.

On the phonological level, no phonological changes take place when
adding the diminutive suffixes in English except that they augment the base
by adding their own sounds, e.g ‘will' /wil/ becomes ‘willy' /wili/ . The
matter is different in Arabic. In Arabic, the general principle for forming
the diminutive, mainly in triliteral nouns, is by the first letter carrying
(damma), the second carrying (fetha) and a (<) is added, e.g Jsias
becomes éxas . Besides, the formation of the diminutive in Arabic is made
according to certain prosodic measures or meters which are three in number
and which depend mainly on the number of the letters of which the noun is
composed. On the contrary, no such measures are found in English.

Another point of departure to be noticed between the two languages is
that the formation of the diminutive in English is mainly a matter of
suffixation while such a formation is closer to a change in form than to
affixation in Arabic. An example in English is duckling, the diminutive of
duck. »& is the diminutive of & in Arabic. Moreover, the number of
suffixes used for forming the diminutive in English is limited; Stageberg,
argues that they are six in number; besides, they differ in the degree of
productivity each suffix has. In addition to this, those suffixes which are
borrowed from other languages are considered non- morphemic. Related to
this, it has been shown that another way of forming the diminutive in

10
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English is by using a completely different form, e.g cub is the diminutive
of bear.

Regarding the parts of speech, it has been shown that this phenomenon
of language only applies to nouns in both languages. However, some other
parts of speech are said to be, Wright argues, capable of being diminutives.
Some prepositions such as J# , 2 and @st have their diminutives as Ju
ass and (&3 respectively. He has also added to them the demonstrative
pronoun '3 and its derivatives and also the relative pronoun . Moreover,
not all nouns are capable of being diminutives; the only nouns from which
we can form the diminutive are the declinable; others which are seen
diminuted and are indeclinable are considered by most Arabic grammarians
as exceptions.

Still another important point to be mentioned here is related to the
purposes or functions achieved by using the diminutive. It has been noticed
that such functions are more varied in Arabic than in English. However, the
use of dad and daddly, for example, makes no semantic change as both
words denote the same person; these two words are usually used in baby
talk or in intimate family contexts. Besides, as it has been shown, although
the suffix —y causes no semantic change, it does change the context of
appropriate use, which is a pragmatic change. As a consequence, it can be
argued that we are now within the domains of (comparative pragmatics).

Conclusion:

As a general conclusion, it can be said that the diminutive is a feature
which is common both in English and Arabic.

One conclusion to be drawn is that on the phonological level, English
has shown no phonological changes taking place when adding the
diminutive suffixes except that they augment the base while in Arabic,
phonological changes take place and the usual formula for this is that the
first letter carries 'damma’, the second letter carries ‘fetha’ and a ‘' is then
added i.e the formation of the diminutive proceeds according to certain
prosodic measures which are three in number.

Another conclusion is that this feature of language mainly applies to
nouns in both languages. However, other parts of speech such as
prepositions, demonstrative pronouns and relative pronouns are also
included in the list in Arabic inspite of the fact that they are considered
exceptions by most Arabic grammarians.

Still another conclusion to be mentioned is that the purposes and/ or
functions the diminutive in Arabic perform are more varied than those in
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English and this goes hand in hand with the hypothesis set above. Besides,
such functions are said to be pragmatic due to the fact that the form and its
diminutive counterpart are said to be semantically the same.
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Arabic References:

— ey Ldally deblall cupe Hly (A Al Aagdall (7 Sa glaad o ¢ Agpall Zalll 8 o Lau) Caypeat L)
LAY e0 = AYVEYT (5l

@ dielan) gl YT bl AnSe Aplll Andall (g dlue 3 ¢ Capall Bl B Gl LY
AVAAC =AY E) ¢ peme —dandlly

B Y/ dahall (Bighll e guus JEGY) ¢ ¢3Yly Copuall LY

YAV = VTV alakg ¢ ehadll daphae AAEN dapdall canali) WS ¢ Capall 3aae L€

¢ ol =gy pall @dall s sl Akl ¢ Slla jA deas 3 ccapall ple A sl ) Lo
A998 — AV Y.
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