
The use of diminutive constructions in French, English, Dutch and 

German  

A corpus-based study of the crosslinguistic differences1 

This study falls within the framework of a PhD project on the acquisition of Germanic (English, Dutch 

and German) diminutive constructions (DCs) by Belgian French-speaking additional language (AL) 

learners. DCs are defined here to include the entire range of diminishing and downtoning linguistic 

structures that reduce the force of linguistic items (e.g. sort of pretty [EN], feestje [NL] ‘little party’, 

kleiner Tisch [DE] ‘small table’). The aim of the PhD project is to investigate the effects of two variables 

on the acquisition process of diminutive constructions: (1) the crosslinguistic differences between the 

L1 and the AL; (2) the type, amount and quality of exposure needed to target-like acquisition. The 

present study concentrates on the first variable, i.e. the crosslinguistic differences between the L1 and 

the AL regarding the formation and the semantic-pragmatic functions of DCs.  

To this end, a contrastive corpus study is performed on native data of the four languages under study, 

i.e. French, English, Dutch and German. This study partly draws on data from the ‘Multilingual 

Traditional, Immersion and Native Corpus’ (MulTINCo) database, which contains written productions 

from fifth grade secondary school students in Belgium and the Netherlands, and university students in 

the U.S. [2]. Since MulTINCo only covers French, English and Dutch native data, new comparable 

German native data have also been collected for the purpose of this project.  

All occurrences of the DCs are extracted semi-automatically from the native datasets. Subsequently, 

manual analysis is conducted to select the relevant DCs. Finally, the results are crosschecked with and 

classified on the basis of an up-to-date inventory of the DCs, based on the relevant literature [cf. 2-5].  

We expect important variations regarding the (morpho-syntactic) form and the (semantic-pragmatic) 

function of the DCs between the four languages under study. With respect to the form, we assume 

that, since French is considered to be typologically closer to English than to German and Dutch, due to 

a shared analytical language structure [6], French and English will show fewer cross-linguistic 

differences regarding the formation of the DCs (e.g. un petit coeur [FR] / a little heart [EN]) than French 

and German or French and Dutch. Indeed, German and Dutch are more synthetic languages, so we 

expect to find, in contrast, predominantly morphologically formed DCs in these Germanic languages 

(e.g. een hartje [NL] / ein Herzchen [DE]) [6]. Moreover, since DCs may yield a multitude of semantic-

pragmatic functions (such as mitigation in een foutje [NL] ‘a mistake-DIM; a minor mistake’) [7], we 

also expect to find crosslinguistic differences in the functions expressed by the DCs in the four 

languages under study. Ultimately, the results of the cross-linguistic native corpus study will allow us 

to formulate research hypotheses about the consequences for the acquisition of Germanic DCs by 

French-speaking learners. 

References  
[1] Meunier, F., I. Hendrikx, A. Bulon, K. Van Goethem & H. Naets. 2020. MulTINCo: Multilingual 
Traditional Immersion and Native Corpus. Better-documented multi-literacy practices for more refined 
SLA studies. In: L. Van Mensel & Ph. Hiligsmann (Eds), Assessing CLIL: A multidisciplinary approach 
[special issue]. Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism. Online: 
http://cental.uclouvain.be/multinco/  
[2] Gorzycka, D. 2020. Diminutive constructions in English. Frankfurt: Peter Lang. 

 
1 Poster presentation 

http://cental.uclouvain.be/multinco/


[3] Quirk, R., Greenbaum, S., Leech, G., & Svartvik, J. 1985. A Comprehensive Grammar of the English 
Language. London/New York: Longman. 
[4] Riegel, M., Pellat, J.-Ch. & R. Rioul. 2018. Grammaire méthodique du français. Paris : PUF.  
[5] Wouden, Ton van der & Booij, Geert. (2020, May 14). Nominal suffixation: diminutives. Taalportaal. 
Retrieved from https://www.taalportaal.org/taalportaal/topic/pid/topic-14419054123420388. 
(Accessed: 25 February 2021). 
[6] Grammatisches Informationssystem „grammis“. Mannheim: Institut für Deutsche Sprache. 
Retrieved from http://grammis.ids-mannheim.de. (Accessed: 26 February 2021).  
[7] Lamiroy, B. 2011. Degrés de grammaticalisation à travers les langues de même famille. Mémoires 
de la Société de linguistique de Paris 19. 167-192. 
[8] Prieto, V.M. 2015. The semantics of evaluative morphology. In: Grandi, N. & L. Körtvélyessy (Eds). 
2015. Edinburgh Handbook of Evaluative Morphology. Edinburgh: EUP. 21-31. 
 
 
 

https://www.taalportaal.org/taalportaal/topic/pid/topic-14419054123420388
http://grammis.ids-mannheim.de/

