The Loss of masc-fem Opposition and the Shape of the Diminutive Morpheme
-

Phonology, morphology, and syntax of the diminutive morpheme in West-Germanic

We study the segmental change that occurred in the onset of the diminutive suffix: the original -ke(n) has been palatalized in major parts of the Dutch and Frisian language area into -tje, -pje, -kje, -je, of which the underlying form is assumed to be Cjə (Booij 2002) or -tjə (Van der Hulst 2008). The palatalization area follows a North-East to South-West isogloss as illustrated in Fig. 1, taken from Pée (1936:map 9). It shows the opposition in palatalization in the word man 'man': mann(e)tje in the North and mann(es)ke or menn(es)ke in the South. 
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Fig. 1   tje-ke  (Pée)

Fig. 2
2/3 gender (Van Ginneken)   
Fig. 3 -ske diminutives (MAND)

We found a strong correlation with the area of the 2 versus of 3-gender opposition (Van Ginneken 1937). This map shows the dialects with a masc-fem opposition on indefinite articles. Since neuter-nonneuter opposition is systematically present in indefinite adjectival inflection (-e for nonneuter, -ø for neuter), the shaded area is the area with a three gender distinction in indefinites. The isogloss shows up in the occurrence of a binding -s- between the stem and the diminutive morpheme in the Southern parts of the Dutch language area. Although this binding -s- only occurs in forms with -ke, it is not part of it as it is only present in specific endings of the stem. We will identify this "dissimilating -s-" as the spellout of a [+cor] feature that sits in a morphological projection that licenses the m/f opposition (Postma & Van Reenen 2010). It has the same morphological value as the umlaut-factor (Van Oostendorp & Sloos 2011) that is present in the 3-gender area in more eastern dialects. It is shown that a merger of the node that licenses the m/f merger in the North, also causes a merger of [cor] and the diminutive morpheme [ke] in the phonological domain in the North, giving rise to -tje. The interaction can be derived if we assume that 1. diminutive formation is not derivational but inflectional, i.e. it occupies a position that is made available by the syntax, 2 the indefinite article is a dummy noun ("classifier") with full functional structure.

