Beyond Philology No. 20/2, 2023
ISSN 1732-1220, eISSN 2451-1498

https://doi.org/10.26881 /bp.2023.2.03

Diminutivization as a metaphor
engendered phenomenon

OLGA SOKOLOWSKA

Received 4.10.2023,
received in revised form 26.11.2023,
accepted 28.11.2023.

Abstract

The roles of diminutive morphemes in English and in Polish are hardly
equivalent. In English, diminutivization of a noun indicates either
a relatively small size of a referent and/or a speaker’s emotional atti-
tude towards it (in the hypocoristic function). In Polish, however, be-
sides the two aforementioned roles, a diminutive noun may mark
a conception much more complex than just a smaller version of
a regular noun’s denotation, possibly very different than that repre-
sented by a regular noun. The semantic function of a Polish diminutive
morpheme, thus, extends far beyond indicating smallness and
amounts to specifying properties that may be absent from referents of
regular noun forms. Oftentimes employing such a morpheme is indic-
ative of metaphorical thinking.
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Deminutywizacja jako zjawisko o genezie metaforycznej
Abstrakt

Role morfeméw deminutywnych w jezykach angielskim i polskim nie
sa sobie réwne. Deminutywizacja rzeczownika w angielszczyznie po-
dyktowana jest albo wskazaniem stosunkowo mniejszych rozmiaréw
denotatu i/albo wyrazeniem emocji wobec niego (funkcja hipokory-
styczna). W polszczyznie, natomiast, funkcje semantyczne morfemow
deminutywnych wykraczaja daleko poza wyzej opisany zakres. Rze-
czowniki w formie deminutywnej moga odnosi¢ sie do denotatéw o ce-
chach zgola innych w poréwnaniu z tymi konwencjonalnie okresla-
nymi przez formy niezdrobnione; funkcje semantyczne morfemoéow de-
minutywnych sa dalece szersze niz wskazywanie niewielkich gabary-
tow. Oprocz okreslania cech niewystepujacych w denotatach rzeczow-
nikow w formie regularnej, ich zastosowanie czesto wynika z myslenia
metaforycznego.

Slowa kluczowe

zdrobnienie, konceptualizacja, obrazowanie, metafora

1. Introduction

According to the accurate and comprehensive Webster’s New
World Dictionary of the American Language, the diminutive suf-
fix is attached to “a word or name” in order to express “[...]
smallness in size and sometimes endearment or condescen-
sion”. This explanation may be quite satisfactory given the role
which diminutives play in English, but it is seriously incomplete
with regard to a language like Polish, which employs diminu-
tives on a large scale for more numerous and by far more im-
portant purposes than those mentioned in WNWDAL. The aim
of the present paper is to discuss semantic information contrib-
uted to conceptions represented by Polish complex words to
which diminutive morphemes are suffixed. Especially important
proves to be their conceptual (or so-called intellectual function),
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thanks to which the meaning of lexemes to which they are af-
fixed not only becomes richer and more complex, but can be
metaphorically extended.

2. Diminutives in English - the most popular approach

English-based researchers generally seem to display little inter-
est in diminutivization. If any references to the phenomenon are
available in English linguistic literature, they mostly concern
word formation mechanisms, i.e. the attachment of diminutive
morphemes to regular nouns. As regards their meaning, its
specification in principle does not extend beyond that already
quoted from Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American
Language succinct entry, which indicates that it boils down to
expressing smallness or diminution. The Oxford Companion to
the English Language (1992) adds that, apart from smallness, it
may “[...] paradoxically [suggest] either affection or dismissal”.
It also identifies a diminutive as a nickname or hypocorism. If
this explanation exhausts the subject in regard to English, then
there is indeed no need to engage in a thorough study of the
phenomenon in question by researchers concerned with that
language, as its semantic role therein really appears to be of
relatively little significance.

Therefore, there seems to be no reason to argue with the
aforementioned stance represented by English-speaking lin-
guists, at least those few who as little as mention diminutives
in their works, e.g. Allan (1986: 240). It must, moreover, be in-
dicated that there is practically hardly anyone to argue with, as
many outstanding authors, e.g. Lyons (1968, 1995), Quirk and
Greenbaum (1973), Palmer (1976), completely ignore the issue.
Those who do not (Allan 1986, McArthur 1986), generally repeat
definitions provided by the aforementioned sources stating
that, apart from marking smallness, diminutives can be identi-
fied as hypocorisms and as means to create the atmosphere of
comity and camaraderie (cf. Allan 1986: 240). All in all, it seems
that diminutivization, though not alien to English, is not very
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important for the language in which its role is reduced to occa-
sional marking smaller than ordinary or average size of a refer-
ent and/or expressing tenderness.

As indicated, some authors (e.g. Allan) point to the fact that
the use of diminutives, on a par with hypocorisms, is character-
istic of informal, in-group language. He also seems to recognize
little difference between the two notions proposing that “Hypoc-
orisms [...] are without exception informal, and often have sim-
ilar status to diminutives [...]” (1986: 240). This statement
seems to be a slight oversimplification considering the presence
in standard English of such “serious” diminutive lexemes
as e.g. novella, homunculus, cigarette, piccolo, casserole. Never-
theless, since the classes of diminutive and hypocoristic words
are not clearly distinguishable, Allan’s claim can be to a degree
justified.

However, it must be mentioned that, despite the common
opinion that English is an “adult” language, reportedly free of
diminutives, which are generally associated with child speech,
it sports over 50 diminutive suffixes (cf. http://www.dailywr
itingtips.com/50-diminutive-suffixes-and-a-cute-little-prefix/),
many of which have been borrowed from other languages, such
as Latin, French, Italian, Spanish, but there are also quite a few
native ones. Some selected examples are:

-cule/-culus: molecule, homunculus
-een: childreen, girleen

-ella: novella

-ette: cigarette, kitchenette

-erel/ -rel: doggerel, mongrel

-ie: doggie, laddie, Willie

-ine: figurine, linguine

-kin(s): napkin, mannequin, Motherkins
-ling: duckling, gosling, darling

-let/ -lette: booklet, leaflet, roulette, omelette
-o0: kiddo, wacko, milko

-sie/ -sy: footsie, tootsie, Betsy, sissy
-ster: youngster, bankster
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-ula/ -ule: spatula, granule

-y: puppy, Mummy, Bobby

(http:/ /www.dailywritingtips.com/50-diminutive-suffixes-and-a-
cute-little-prefix/)

Indeed, a brief look at the provided examples justifies the less
than limited interest of English-based linguists in diminutive
morphemes, as it confirms the assumption that they only mark
smallness, and/or an emotional (predominantly, though not al-
ways, positive) speaker attitude towards a given denotation.
Nevertheless, even if English diminutive morphemes have little
semantic significance, it is still possible to recognize two general
functions which they perform:

— the semantic function, i.e. introducing the notion of smallness
into the conception represented by the basic noun;

— the pragmatic — expressive function, i.e. indicating an emo-
tional attitude of a speaker (generally positive, as in doggie,
mummy, sissy but also possibly negative: doggerel).

It should be indicated that an overlap of both functions is pos-
sible, since small size in humans and animals is usually coinci-
dent with youthfulness, and children (as well as young animals)
typically arouse warm feelings in normal people, whence the
abundance of diminutives in child speech (by and to children),
e.g. footsie/tootsie, handies, girlie, sissy. These two classes of
lexemes (diminutives and hypocorisms) do, indeed, seem to be
closely related - to the degree of merging with each other, even
though a diminutive does not always have to be a hypocorism,
and not every hypocorism is necessarily a diminutive (at least
in Polish).

As mentioned, despite the fact that English diminutive mor-
phemes do not contribute very significant contents into the con-
ceptions represented by entire lexemes, they perform generally
the same roles as their equivalents in other languages, such as,
e.g. Polish, do. However, while the expressive function is very
similar in both languages, even though Polish speakers seem to
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depend on diminutives to express their feelings to an incompa-
rably higher degree than English speakers, the semantic func-
tion is in Polish by far more extensive, as the meanings thereby
expressed involve a broad array of various issues beyond small-
ness.

3. The role of diminutives in Polish

Though diminutives are not treated very seriously by research-
ers concerned with English, such an attitude would be unpro-
fessional and extravagant in regard to Polish. Definitely, in the
case of the latter language it is necessary to classify as untena-
ble Allan’s statement that all hypocorisms, which, as indicated,
he seems to treat on a par with diminutives “[...] are synony-
mous with the standard words from which they derive and
should probably be included in the same lexicon entry, with
some attached note that they are generally excluded from formal
discourse” (1986: 240). As is further demonstrated, Polish hy-
pocorisms may well be metaphorical, therefore it is impossible
to talk about their synonymousness with standard words.

As mentioned, the quoted above statement by Allan does not
apply to Polish, where the role of diminutive suffixes (the most
common ones are -ek, -ka, -ko, marked, respectively, for the
masculine, feminine and neuter gender) is extremely important,
incomparably more important than in English, where diminu-
tive morphemes are only occasionally used to indicate smallness
of a noun referent. In Polish this property is not incidentally but
typically signaled by means of diminutivization, whereas in Eng-
lish there is a strong tendency to develop separate, morpholog-
ically independent lexemes to achieve a similar semantic effect.
Some examples are presented in the following table, which com-
prises a list of selected nouns referring to phenomena differing
from each other along the parameter of size. As can be observed,
the English lexemes are composed of completely distinct, simple
stems, while the corresponding Polish ones are morphologically
complex and contain a suffixed diminutive morpheme (Table 1).
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Common techniques to mark the difference in size —
some examples in English and Polish

English Polish
shed booth buda budka
mountain hill gora gorka
bell ring dzwon dzwonek

gulp sip yk lyczek
branch twig galaz galazka
clock watch zegar zegarek
shovel spatula lopata lopatka

Of course, Polish also has some non-diminutive lexemes, part
of the meaning of which is the conception of smaller size, such
as, e.g. kuc ‘pony’, or the loaned bus ‘minibus’; also the terms
for young animals in whose case smallness is determined by age
do not have to be diminutive, e.g. szczenie ‘pup’, kocie kitten’,
ciele ‘calf’, zrebie ‘foal’, etc. Generally, however, such words are
hard to find since the need to morphologically mark the property
of smallness of an entity on a noun referring to it seems irresist-
ible to Polish speakers, who are rather more likely to describe
the just mentioned smallish phenomena with such words as
kucyk, busik, szczeniak, kociak, cielak, Zrebak — all of which
are diminutive versions of regular terms. However, the non-di-
minutive lexemes quoted above have a technical and formal
tinge, and speakers tend not to use them in casual speech.

3.1. Boguslaw Kreja’a research and findings
concerning the semantics of diminutives in Polish

The Polish linguist Bogustaw Kreja (1969), in his account of
Polish diminutives, also recognizes basic functions of such lex-
emes, which are the same as those performed by their counter-
parts in English, i.e. the expressive/emotional function, con-
nected with the pragmatics of language, and the semantic,
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conceptual function. However, the latter one extends in Polish
far beyond the semantic role ascribed to English lexical units of
this type.

The range of emotions and attitudes which a speaker of
Polish may express through the use of diminutives is very broad,
and it may encompass, €.g.

— tenderness, affection

- pity

— satisfaction, contentment
— irony

— contempt, criticism

— suspicion

— servility

Attending to this function, Polish lexemes of the type in question
do not necessarily instantiate metaphorical mappings. An ex-
ception is constituted by diminutive terms of endearment, ex-
pressing affection for loved ones, which often involve the A PER-
SON IS A SMALL ANIMAL / OBJECT type of conceptual meta-
phor. Some most common examples are kotek ‘pussycat’ (liter-
ally Aittle cat’); rybka ‘ittle fish’; zabka ‘little frog’; myszka little
mouse’; stonko ‘little sun’; kwiatuszek ‘little flower’. As can be
observed, in such uses a lexeme is, at the same time, a diminu-
tive and a hypocorism.

However, it is due to the semantic (conceptual) function of
the discussed morpheme, which Kreja calls intellectual, that it
is an extremely important part of the inventory of symbolic units
developed by Polish. Thus, the diminutive morpheme is
a marker of a certain specific construal of a cognitive input, i.e.
its intellectual, conceptual assessment, a mental operation de-
scribed by Langacker (1987). That assessment may merely con-
cern the evaluation of the size of the referent of a diminutive
noun, which is considered smaller than average or expected. In
this respect, Polish diminutives impart the same information as
English ones. Nevertheless, performing their semantic function
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the Polish diminutives accomplish much more than that; Kreja
points out that the morpheme in question may mark differences
between the referents of the regular and the diminutive nouns
other than those pertaining just to size. Those differences more
often than not are of qualitative rather than quantitative nature.

3.2. The partitive (singulative) function

The simplest qualitative difference marked by diminutivization
of a noun is individuated, partitive construal of a mass, un-
countable entity. This mental process has certain grammatical
consequences and results in a speaker’s using a count, poten-
tially pluralizable, noun instead of a mass one. Langacker
(1987) illustrates this process with examples similar to She
roasted a chicken for dinner; We ate roast chicken for dinner or
a roof of red tiles; a roof of red tile. The reference by means of
a count noun is claimed to indicate the recognition of disconti-
nuity, a bounded region (typically, though not necessarily, in
such domains as physical space or time) occupied by the entity
in question. By the same token, a Polish diminutive form of
a mass noun may (but does not have to) refer to an individual,
limited in space, sample of a mass material. Kreja calls this
function of the respective morpheme the partitive (singulative)
one. It may indicate the small size of a referent but also the
presence of its special qualities not represented by the “regular”
counterpart (cf. examples provided below, especially mydetko,
szkietko, papierek, stlomka, cukierek). Diminutivization in the
provided instances applies to mass nouns and changes them
into count ones. As mentioned, the referents of so affected
words, in addition to their relatively small size often display cer-
tain, often numerous, special properties. Some examples are:

— mydto ‘soap’ — mydetko ‘bar of soap’; literally ‘small soap’
— wegiel ‘coal’ — wegielek ‘glowing coal’; literally ‘small coal’
— szktlo ‘glass’ — szkielko ‘watch glass’; literally ‘small glass’
— papier ‘paper’ — papierek ‘sweet wrap’; literally ‘small paper’
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— ogien fire’ — ognik/ogienek ‘glimmer’; literally ‘small fire’

— stoma ‘straw’ — stomka [drinking] straw’; literally ‘small straw’
— trawa ‘grass’ — trawka ‘grass leaf’; literally ‘small grass’

— cukier ‘sugar’ — cukierek ‘sugar candy’; literally ‘small sugar’

As can be noted, the diminutive noun may merely stand for
a chunk of substance separated from a mass but otherwise dis-
playing the same characteristics as the “parent”, e.g. wegielek,
ognik, trawka, but, more commonly, it represents a conception
involving the specification of properties additional to those “in-
herited” from the regular term. For example, the conception rep-
resented by mydetko involves the notions of scent, handy shape,
color, apart from that of a chemical substance also found in the
semantic representation of the non-diminutive word mydto.
Similarly, the conceptions of such special, unprecedented prop-
erties are represented by szkietko, papierek, stomka and, espe-
cially, cukierek.

3.3. The gradual transition from the partitive/
conceptual to the purely conceptual function

In the case of many diminutives the partitive function becomes
subdued or entirely muffled, and is superseded by the clearly
conceptual (intellectual) one. Such diminutives may highlight
certain characteristics very different from those found in the ref-
erents of regular nouns, and the phenomena symbolized by both
forms are related by only vague similarity. The following exam-
ples illustrate the fact that the similarity between the entities
represented by the regular and the diminutive forms is a matter
of degree. The provided list of words referring to various phe-
nomena demonstrates that in some cases the resemblance is
relatively close (as between a mitten — rekawica and a glove —
rekawiczka, or a gown — suknia and a dress — sukienka), in oth-
ers only few general properties are shared, e.g. biuro and biurko
are both places to work and prepare documents at, komin and
kominek are both fire-resistant places where smoke is emitted.
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—  biuro ‘office’ vs. biurko ‘desk’

— komin ‘chimney’ vs. kominek fireplace’
— rekawica ‘mitten’ vs. rekawiczka ‘glove’
— suknia ‘gown’ vs. sukienka ‘dress’

— salata ‘lettuce’ vs. satatka ‘salad’

— potrawa ‘dish’ vs. potrawka ‘stew’

— kiet fang’ vs. kietek ‘sprout’

Indicating that diminutive nouns highlight some properties ab-
sent from the conceptions represented by their regular counter-
parts, Kreja points out that the relationship between them is,
nevertheless, based on “objective similarity”. Furthermore, he
notes that in some cases the similarity between the denotations
of regular and diminutive nouns cannot be recognized as “ob-
jective”, like in the case of, e.g. cukier ‘sugar’ and cukierek
‘candy’, or miyn ‘mill’ and miynek (do pieprzu) ‘pepper mill’.
Consequently, he concludes that when the differences between
the denotations are considerable (i.e. there is no “objective” sim-
ilarity), as in, e.g. pietka ‘bread] heel’, referring to a part of
a loaf rather than a part of a foot, giéwka ‘nail head’, referring
to the upper part of a metal object rather than a body part, the
considered words must be classified as “false diminutives”. In
such “false diminutives” the only function of the attached mor-
pheme is supposed to merely indicate that a respective referent
is of small size. However, from the perspective of recent devel-
opments in linguistic studies, such a conclusion definitely
needs to be revised.

4. The metaphorical extensions of diminutives

Since Kreja published his paper well before the advent of the
cognitive theory of conceptual metaphor, he did not consider the
role of figurativeness in establishing new senses of lexical units.
Yet, in view of the findings presented by Lakoff and Johnson
(1980), instead of calling the apparently incidental diminutives
“false” ones, it is possible, in an attempt to explain their genesis,
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to refer to the Cognitive Linguistics account of polysemy, where
the senses of a lexeme representing a number of meanings are
either!

— elaborations (specializations) of a basic, prototypical sense
(which seems to be the case with miynek ‘pepper mill’,
rekawiczka ‘glove’, biurko ‘desk’, satatka ‘salad’, cukierek, in
whose case the referents of both regular nouns and their di-
minutive forms indeed share some “objective” properties, or

— metaphorical extensions, senses which are inspired by concep-
tualizing a certain target notion in terms of another, source
one. In their case the similarity is of mental, rather than inde-
pendent-of-cognition, nature; it is conceived similarity. Such
is the case of e.g. kietek ‘sprout’.

The present author discusses these issues in relation to the
phenomenon of subjectification in an earlier work (cf. Sokolow-
ska 2010).

In view of certain assumptions concerning human know-
ledge and the way it is obtained, it seems dubious whether there
is at all such thing as “objective similarity”. The unreliability
and erroneousness of people’s sensory perception was already
drawn attention to by the Sceptics in Ancient Greece, cf. Tatar-
kiewicz (1973: 146-153). Recognizing this fact leads to the con-
clusion that the knowledge of objective reality, of the world “as
it is”, is in principle inaccessible to human mind, just because
it is human, and whatever reaches the mind is determined and
shaped by human perceptual and mental capacities. This idea,
promoted specifically in the works by Lakoff (1982, 1987 lies at
the foundation of cognitive linguistics, which claims that the
human account of the reality is entirely determined by human
physical and mental capacities. Therefore, the term “objective
similarity” should, as it seems, be re-phrased as “the recognition

1 Lakoff’s account of polysemy (the Full Specification approach) has been
revised and completed with a more synthetic and economic explanation of the
phenomenon, the Principled Polysemy approach proposed by Evans (2019:
435-445) (also in the earlier edition of 2006, co-authored by Melanie Green).
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of shared properties that appear similar from the human point
of view”. Resemblance, in turn, is a matter of degree, and, as
indicated, it is based on conceived correspondence of certain
properties shared by two phenomena. The properties may be of,
e.g. visual (in general sensory), functional or interactional na-
ture, and they can be considered similar as a result of an as-
sessment influenced by the human factor, rather than of regis-
tering by the mind an objective state of affairs.

It is such conceived (not objective) similarity that lies at the
foundation of many well-known and widespread conceptual
structural metaphors, such as

LIFE IS A JOURNEY
ARGUMENT IS WAR

TIME IS MONEY

THE MIND IS A CONTAINER

In their case the metaphorical mappings are indeed established
on the basis of a certain similarity, yet this similarity is recog-
nized only in conceptualizers’ minds, it is not a matter of shar-
ing any physical, “objective” properties by the two phenomena
involved. Such conceived similarity can be, for example, ob-
served between the entities represented by the polysemous Eng-
lish noun ram, which can refer to a male sheep or to an ancient
military machine, both of which are associated with forceful
striking, but which “objectively” have nothing in common. By
the same token, the Polish diminutive noun kietek applies to an
entity (a sprout) whose shape and color are conceived by hu-
mans as similar to those characterizing a fang — kiet, even
though, otherwise, the two phenomena are completely distinct.
These simple examples illustrate how metaphorical thinking en-
genders diminutive lexemes in Polish. English, in accordance
with the general policy followed in this language, has produced
two distinct lexical representations of the two objects, despite
the fact, registered by Polish, that they are similar to the human
eye.
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Generally, the metaphors involved in certain senses of Polish
diminutives seem to be of the ontological type, i.e. they struc-
ture target notions (domains) in terms of common, well-known
physical entities, like containers, buildings, animals and, of
course, persons (source domains). Such metaphors are cogni-
tively quite simple since the mappings are based on visual or
functional, easy to conceive similarity, as in the case of kiet
‘fang’ vs. kietek ‘sprout’ — the example provided above. Meta-
phorical uses of words do, of course, also function on an every-
day basis in English, but the mappings are not morphologically
signaled, as in the above-presented example of ram, or also leg
(of a table), face (of a watch), foot (of a mountain).

In metaphorical mappings marked in Polish by the use of
a diminutive morpheme the source domains are typically such
phenomena as body parts, animals, plants, e.g.

— glowa ‘head’ vs. dim. gléwka (salaty) head (of lettuce)’

— stopa foot’ vs. dim. stopka ‘presser foot of a sewing machine’
— zaba frog’vs. dim. zabka ‘wrench’ or ‘curtain hook’

— Swinia ‘pig’ vs. dim. Swinka ‘mumps’

— réza ‘rose’ vs. dim. rézyczka ‘rubella/German measles’

There are numerous other examples illustrating how the obser-
vation that some property appears to be shared by two different
phenomena has inspired metaphorical extensions of the mean-
ings of diminutive nouns in Polish. It should be noted, however,
that diminutivization does not always have to be indicative of
metaphoricity; it may very well mark nothing beyond smallness.
In the case of metaphorical uses, however, the extensions are
motivated by conceived resemblance. Table 2 illustrates this
process.
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Table 2

Properties highlighted by Polish metaphorical diminutives — examples

Diminutive
noun

Conventional
sense

Metaphorical
sense

Highlighted
(shared)
property

event, but unimportant,
considered to be just an
“ornament” (ironic)

byczek small athletic male massive body
bull build

sarenka small roe | long legged, slender girl | light body
deer (also dog) build

mostek small breastbone connecting
bridge function

lopatka small shoulder blade overall shape
shovel

zabka small wrench overall shape:
frog broad “mouth”

krokodylek | small crocodile clip overall shape
crocodile

Swinka small pig | mumps roundness and

puffiness of
face

rozyczka small rubella red color
rose

maczek small small print fine structure
poppy
seeds

z6twik small fist bump overall shape
turtle

stopka little foot | presser foot of a sewing | overall shape

machine

paprotka small a female, participating | function

fern in some organization or
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5. Final remarks

The above-presented examples of metaphorical extensions of di-
minutive lexemes belong, as indicated, to the group of the sim-
plest ontological metaphors, in which the mappings between the
source and the target domains are based on physical similarity.
Moreover, the target domains involved are conceptions of mate-
rial entities, such as people, physical objects or physical condi-
tions. The metaphorical cognitive strategy does not seem, thus,
to be in such cases adopted for the sake of better understand-
ing, as is normal in figurative thinking, where the typical target
domains are abstract, intangible phenomena, whose mental ac-
cession and processing requires expending certain mental ef-
fort. Thinking metaphorically about such notions as time, life,
love, freedom, etc., makes them mentally better manageable. By
contrast, metaphorical diminutives, such as those described
above, seem to be used for a more mundane purpose, which is
efficient reference, rather than for enhancing comprehension.
They effectively highlight properties (mostly shape or color)
shared by entities whose conceptions are involved in a meta-
phorical mapping, thus making the so-named phenomena eas-
ier to identify. Diminutivization in Polish, often metaphorical,
transparently points to those properties and, at the same time,
it is a formally simple and productive method of creating new
lexical items. The effectiveness and practicality of this method
must be appreciated, since the Polish lexicon involves a great
number of basic vocabulary (basic-level terms) coined in this
way, which is used on an everyday basis by casual speakers.
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