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THE COMMON ORIGIN OF DIMINUTIVES
IN SOUTHERN CHINESE DIALECTS
AND SOUTHEAST ASIAN LANGUAGES

ABSTRACT

In this paper I discuss the evolution of the four types of diminutives in Wu,
Min, Gan and Yue dialects step by step. Type I uses the syllabic suffix jian H to
express the diminutive; type II appends a glottal stop 7 as the last segment of the
syllable, and adds a tonal alternation to carry a diminutive increment of meaning;
type III is the diminutive where syllables have the feature of a constricted glottis,
plus a tonal alternation; type IV uses only tonal alternations or changed tones to
express the diminutive. As far as the relationship between suffixal -7 and tonal

alternation is concerned, I argue that it was the disappearance of the suffixal -7

that caused tonal change. It is my view that these four types of diminutives can be
traced back to one common source, the jian suffixal diminutive. Having compared
the jian diminutive in Min dialects with the con diminutive in Vietnamese, I
maintain that the jian word and the jian diminutive is related to the Austroasiatic
etymon represented by Vietnamese con and the con diminutive. I consider the jian
and jian diminutive in some southern Chinese dialects to reflect a substratum of
the ancient Baiyue languages.

1.0. INTRODUCTION

Diminutives indicate small size, and sometimes the state or quality of being
familiarly known, lovable, pitiable, or contemptible. From a grammatical
viewpoint, a diminutive may also have the function of changing a form class,
mainly shifting other parts of speech to the corresponding nouns. The use of the
morphemes zi T and er JL , meaning * child, son’, as markers of the diminutive is
commonly found in most Chinese dialects. In some southern dialects, especially in
Wu 2, Min W, Gan 8%, Hui # and Yue # dialects, there are some other
diminutives in addition to er and zi. I list some examples from Wu, Gan, Yue and
Min as follows:

" I owe a great debt of gratitude to Professor James A. Matisoff for his comments on earlier drafts
of this paper and to Professor Mai Yun of Zhongshan University in Guangzhou for providing
some data on the Guangzhou dialect, and for helpful discussion by e-mail of the diminutive in the
Guangzhou dialect.
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L1 Wu Dialects

In the Ningbo T ¥ dialect, the diminutive is formed by changing the tone and
adding the feature of constricted glottis (Chen 1992):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘chicken’ X tei*? tei ¥
‘pig’ 12 15y g%
‘shrimp’ ¥R ho*’ ho*

Here, 1 use underlining to represent a syllable with the feature of constricted
glottis.

In the Wuyi & X dialect, one of the other Wu dialects in Zhejiang, the
diminutive is marked by a tonal alternation plus a glottal stop at the end of a
syllable (Fu 1988):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘book’ + ey’ ¢y?’ (picture-story book)
‘ox’ 4 niou *"? niou?’
‘hole’ ] dop ™' dop?’
‘bowl’ B guo™ puo?’

But in the Wenzhou iR M dialect, the diminutive differs from the basic form
by just a tonal alternation (Zhengzhang 1980,1981):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘child’ JL n’ - g2
cﬁsh’ ﬁ g 31 g 212

1.2. Gan dialects

In the Lichuan % )| dialect of Jiangxi {L 7, the diminutive is marked by just
a tonal alternation (Yan 1993):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘old man’ 2 kug* kug®
‘nest, den’ uo? uo > (pit)
‘tingle’ Bk ma® ma ™’ (sesame)
‘yard’ iz} vierr” vier”
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1.3 Yue dialects

In the Guangzhou )~ M dialect, the diminutive also shows a tonal alternation
(Mai 1995):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘head’ % thou ! teu ¥ (leader)
‘bag’ E>] toi toi *’ (pocket)
‘to cut’ ] tfok tfok *’ (chisel)
‘tosweep” H Jou® Jou?¥ (broom)
‘to grip’ >3 kap?* kap ¥ (clip)

In the Nanxiong B # dialect, a glottal stop and a tonal alternation are
attached to words, in order to carry a diminutive or affective increment of meaning
(Egerod 1983):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘monkey’ 73 hei?! hei??
‘mosquito’  #X mum mum?’
‘people’ A nip %! nin?? (child)

The Nanxiong dialect, commonly called Nanxiong local dialect ¥ # 1 i& is
spoken at the extreme northern corner of Guangdong province. Although the
classification of the dialect is unclear, there is undoubtedly a very close relationship
between the Nanxiong and Yue dialects. Therefore, for convenience sake I
subsume the Nanxiong dialect under the Yue group.

1.4. Min dialects

In Min dialects, the jian H suffix is used to express a diminutive meaning,
Following are some examples from the Fuzhou #% M dialect of Northern Min
(Liang 1989):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘chicken’ X kie” E kie” kiap™
‘sheep’ ¥ yop™'! *¥H yop” kiap®

‘peach’ B tho? WE o’ kiap™
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In the Datian K H dialect of Southern Min, the same diminutive suffix jian
(with a different pronunciation) is used to represent the diminutive meaning
(Huang 1983):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘carp’ i te” 8 A e ki ”
‘pot’ i xu® THEA xu?P kr”
‘pig’ s xua® A B xua® ki

The diminutives listed above can be classified into four types. Type I uses the
syllabic suffix jian to express the diminutive, as in the Fuzhou and Datian dialects
of Min; Type II appends a glottal stop 7 as the last segment of the syllable, and

adds a tonal alternation to carry a diminutive increment of meaning. The
diminutive of the Wuyi dialect of Wu and the Nanxiong dialect of Yue belongs to
this type; Type III is the diminutive where syllables have the feature of a
constricted glottis, plus a tonal alternation, such as in the Ningbo dialect of Wu;
Type 1V uses only tonal alternations to express the diminutive. The Guangzhou
dialect of Yue, the Lichuan dialect of Gan and the Wenzhou dialect of Wu belong
to this type of diminutive. Traditionally, these types of tonal alternation are called
bianyin %% ¥ “changed sound, or changed tone” by most Chinese scholars, which
mean the tones of certain diminutive words, chiefly nouns, have a tonal contour
different from that of their etymological category when used in everyday familiar
speech. I will use the traditional terminology and call them changed tones below.
In this paper, I would like to explore the relationship among these four types of
diminutives. It turns out, I believe, that these four seemingly disparate types all
derive from a common diminutive morpheme.

2.0. DIMINUTIVES IN WU DIALECTS

Among the four types of diminutives, type I, the fully syllabic diminutive
morpheme, occurs only in Min dialects and not elsewhere. It seems clear that this
one is quite distinct from the other three, and the relationship among types II, III,
and IV is closer than the one between type I and these three others, if we assume
they have some relationship. So, first, I would like to deal with the relationship
among types II, III, and IV.

Since all three types (II, III, and IV) exist in Wu dialects, the following
discussion will be focused on diminutive forms in Wu; however, 1 also will
compare the diminutive of Wu dialects with the corresponding forms in Gan and
Yue dialects.
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2.1.  Diminutives in the Ningbo dialect

Let us take the diminutive in the Ningbo dialect of Wu first. In this dialect,
diminutives of type III actually are no longer formed productively, but I have
found a few noun-pairs that are obviously fossilized remnants of such a process
(Chen 1992). Compared with the basic form, the diminutive shows the feature of
constricted glottis and a changed tone. The upper rising tone (yinshdng F L)
shares the same phonetic features as those of the changed tone. Following (Table
1) are the tonal system of the Ningbo dialect and some examples of basic forms,
diminutive forms and rising tone words:

| Level Rising Departing Entering
Upper 53 35 44 5
Lower 24 213 213 2
‘chicken’ *% ‘afew’ JL
Basic Form  Diminutive Upper Rising Tone Word
tei 53 el 35 _ 1ei 35
‘pig’ I ‘mainly’ ¥
Basic Form  Diminutive Upper Rising Tone Word
sy 53 Isy 35 _ LSLIL”
‘shrimp’ &F ‘“fire’ K
Basic Form Diminutive Upper Rising Tone Word
b 0 53 h 0 35 ]] u 35

Table 1. The tonal system of the Ningbo dialect and some examples
of basic forms, diminutive forms and rising tone words

This raises the question: Where did the feature of constricted glottis come from?
Observing the dialects of the neighboring counties, such as Tiantai X 7,
Huangyan 3 # and Leqing /K %, we can see that all upper rising tone words in
these dialects have a glottal stop -7 as a final ending. Taking some upper rising

tone words of the Tiantai dialect as examples:

‘to cook’ # 157777, ‘plank’ 8 pe?*?; ‘to understand’ ¥ 09?7

It is clear that the feature of constricted glottis in the upper rising tone of the
Ningbo dialect derived from the final glottal stop. From the phonetic viewpoint, a
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constricted glottis is one of the most important features of the glottal stop. When
a glottal stop is pronounced, the vocal folds need to close and then release. The
movement of closure and release constricts the vocal cords. Chomsky and Halle
described the articulation of the glottal stop as marked by the feature of glottal
constriction in their universal set of phonetic features (Chomsky and Halle 1968).
We can now reconstruct type III of the diminutive in the Ningbo dialect roughly
as in Table 2:

| Basic Form Diminutive
‘chicken’ *% tei > tei > < ‘tgi? >
‘pig’ % tsy tsy ¥ < ‘tsy?
‘shrimp’  %F ho % ho * < "ho? *

Table 2. The reconstruction of the diminutive in the Ningbo dialect.

The diminutive suffix reconstructed above is exactly the same as that of type II,
which is found in the Wuyi and Nanxiong dialects. Therefore, we can say that the
diminutive of type III is an advanced stage of type II:

Type II Type III
glottal stop with ~ ---e-eu-- > constricted glottis
tonal alternation with tonal alternation

2.2, Diminutives in the Wenzhou dialect

We turn next to diminutives in the Wenzhou dialect. The diminutive in the
Wenzhou dialect belongs to type IV. In this type words carry a diminutive or
other increment of meaning just by changing tone:

Basic Form Diminutive
‘child’ JL n’ p’?
‘ﬁSh’ ﬁ y 31 g 212

A glance at the tonal system of Wenzhou in Table 3 will show that the tonal
value of the changed tone is the same as the lower entering tone.

| Level Rising Departing Entering
Upper 44 45 42 323
Lower 31 34 22 212

Table 3. the tonal system of the Wenzhou dialect
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In most Wu dialects, entering tone words, both the upper and the lower, have
glottal stop 7 as a coda; but a few dialects, such as Wenzhou, do not, which

represents an advanced stage of coda loss. Therefore, there should be no objection
to assuming that in some early period of the Wenzhou dialect the diminutive form
(the changed tone), as well as the entering tone words, did have a glottal stop as a
coda. This assumption can also be supported by evidence from the Qingtian & H
dialect, one of the neighboring dialects of Wenzhou. In Qingtian, a word with the
feature of constricted glottis and a tonal alternation (type Il of the diminutive)
carries a diminutive meaning (Pan 1988):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘ﬁSh’ @ ne 33 5235
‘sheep” 2 Ji 33 ﬁaj

As mentioned above, type III of the diminutive represents an advanced stage of

type II. So it is reasonable to assume that these three types of the diminutive

actually show us three different, but sequentially related, steps in the

developmental process of the same diminutive morpheme. Type II represents the

first step; type I1I is a transitional step, and type IV is the last step in the evolution.
I hypothesize a process for the developments in Wu dialects as in Table 4:

Step 1(Type II) ------ > Step 2 (Type III)-----> Step 3 (Type IV)

glottal stop and tonal | constricted glottis and | tonal alternation

alternation tonal alternation
Wuyi dialect Ningbo and Qingtian Wenzhou dialect
dialects

Table 4. Evolution of the diminutive in Wu dialects.
3.0. DIMINUTIVES IN YUE DIALECTS
The developmental process of the diminutive in Wu dialects can be taken as a
model according to which we can examine some related diminutive forms in other
dialects.

3.1.  Diminutives in the Guangzhou dialect

Let us now consider the related diminutive formation in the Guangzhou dialect
of Yue. The tonal system of the Guangzhou dialect is shown in Table 5:
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| Level Rising Departing Entering
Upper 53 35 33 55(a), 33(b)
Lower 21 13 22 22

Table 5. The tonal system of the Guangzhou dialect.

The entering tone, realized as S55a, 33b or 22, is completely predictable from its
syllable shape, since it is a concomitant of syllables ending in a stop. Two of the
pitch levels one finds in the entering tone (33 and 22) also occur in other tones
(upper, departing and lower departing respectively). However, most Chinese
linguists treat the entering tone as an independent tonal category, since this
approach facilitates the tracing of tonal developments from Middle Chinese to
modern dialects, as well as cross-dialectal comparison.

Additionally there are two different changed tones carrying diminutive
meaning: 55 and 35. Their tonal values are the same as the upper rising and the
upper entering(a), respectively. These two changed tones almost always occur in
complementary distribution. The basic forms and their corresponding changed
tones are listed in Table 6:

Basic Tone Changed Tone

Upper Level 53 55
Lower Level 21 35
Upper Rising 35 /

Lower Rising 13 35
Upper Departing 33 35
Lower Departing 22 35
Upper Entering(a) 55 /

Upper Entering(b) 33 35
Low Entering 22 35

Table 6. The relationship between basic forms and changed tones.

Following are some examples:

Basic Form Diminutive (Changed Tone)
‘car, bike’ % tfhe™ tfhe®®
‘meal’ & tf"an™ tfan*
fly’ g jen™ jen®
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“fish’ B iy iy
‘girl’ X noy" noy*’
‘eye, EE IJanB gan”
‘shelf’ 48 ka* ka®
‘a flat, piece’ H ptin®? ptin®’
‘egg’ = tan® tan®
‘picture’ i wa® wa®’
‘tower’ 23 ttap® tap®’
‘duck’ B ap> ap”
‘crane’ B hok* hok**
‘butterfly’ tip” tip®®

It seems strange that we cannot find any diminutives in the upper rising and
upper entering(a) tone. For this reason, most people believe that there is no
diminutive in these two tones. In my opinion, however, the basic and the
diminutive forms are actually overlapping. There are two reasons for this
hypothesis. First, the tonal values of upper high rising 35, and upper entering (a)
high level 55, are the same as those of the two changed tones (high rising and high
level). In other words, the tone value of the changed tone of upper rising words is
high rising 35. This is the same as the tone value of ordinary upper rising tone
words. The tone value of the changed tone of upper entering tone is high level 55,
the same as that of upper entering tone words. This is the reason why one cannot
distinguish the basic forms from their diminutives under these two tones. Second,
in the Guangzhou dialect, a construction of reduplicated adjectives plus the particle
H [ tei®] expresses the meaning of diminishing the adjectival degree. Within this
structure, the tone of the second syllable must be under a changed tone, either the
high rising (35) or the high level (55), based on their citation tone categories. For
instance:

“sharp” R tfim®  RRM fim* fim™° tei® (a little bit sharp)
“yellow” # wop? HEH won™ wonp? ™ tei® (alittle bit yellow)
“old” % lou® ZZH lou” lou™™ tei* (a little bit old)
“strange” # kwai® 1E1EH kwai®® kwai®®?® tei*® (a little bit strange)
“big” X tai® KKH tai®? tai®>>* tei® (a little bit big)

“pained” & kip” thEhH kip® kip®> ™ tei®® (a little bit pained)

“protruding” 1 tet” M tet” tet? P tei’® (a little bit protruding)
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However, in the upper rising and upper entering(a) tone categories, they retain
their citation tone value:

“short” % tyn* 55 tyn®’tyn® tei® (a little bit short)
“low” % ei® BB ei’ei’ tei® (a little bit low)

“wet” & sep” BB sep”sep”tei’® (a little bit wet)
“squeeze”  i& pek®’ BB pek®® pek® tei® (a little bit squeezed)

The reason why the second syllables keep their citation tone values is that their
citation tones and the changed tones overlap. That makes the two forms
indistinguishable.

Based on the above analysis, I rearrange the changed tones of the upper rising
and upper entering tone(a) words in the following way:

Basic Form Diminutive
“short” % tyn® tyn® (a little bit short)
“low” % i ei’’  (a little bit low)
“wet” & sep” sep> (a little bit wet)
“squeeze” & pek’ pek®® (a little bit squeezed)

Let us now return to the relationship between the nine citation tones and their
corresponding changed tones. See Table 7.

| Citation Tone Changed Tone

Upper Level 53 55

Lower Level 21 35
Upper Rising 35 35
Lower Rising 13 35
Upper Departing 33 35
Lower Departing 22 35
Upper Entering(a) 55 55
Upper Entering(b) 33 35

Lowes Bakerng s R

Table 7. The relationship between citation tones and changed tones.

Comparing the tone contours of the nine citation tones with those of their
corresponding changed tones, it is obvious that the (+ high] and (+ rising] features
are most noticeable among these two changed tones. In other words, it seems that
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the changed tones have the effect of raising the tone values of their corresponding
citation tones. The tone value of the upper entering(a) is high level 55. Since it is
impossible to raise the tone value to a higher level, the corresponding changed
tone still remains at the same high level. The tone value of upper rising is high
rising 35, so that the ending of the tonal contour is at the highest point of one’ s
normal speaking range and it is not possible to raise the tone value to a higher
level. As a result, the high rising contour is retained. The tone value of upper
level is high falling 53. In the diminutive of this category, the end of the high
falling contour is raised to the highest point of a person’ s normal speaking range,
turning into a high level 55. If the endings of tonal values are at the middle point
of a person’ s speaking range, as in the lower rising, upper departing and upper
entering(b) tones, or if the tone values are lower than the middle point, as in the
lower level, lower departing and lower entering tones, the diminutive raises the
endpoints of the citation tones to the upper limit of one’ s normal range, so that the
tonal contour of their corresponding changed tone is high rising.

3.2 Diminutives in the Taishan dialect

Based on the complementary distribution of these two changed tones and their
characteristics described above, I believe that these two changed tones can be
traced back to a single diminutive morpheme with the [+ high] and [+ rising] tonal
features. This view can be supported by much evidence from certain Yue dialects.
Let’ s take the Taishan £ L1l dialect of Yue as an example. Table 8 displays the
tonal system and changed tones in Taishan:

Tonal Category Citation Tonal Value | Changed Tone
Upper Level, Upper Entering(b) 33 335

Lower Level 22 225

Lower Rising 21 215

Lower Departing, Lower Entering(a) | 32 225

Lower Entering(b) 31 315

Upper Rising, Upper Entering(a) 55 55

Table 8. The tonal system and changed tones in the Taishan dialect

Comparing the citation tones with their corresponding changed tones, it is quite
clear that the changed tones have a strong effect in raising their corresponding
citation tones to the highest point of one’ s pitch range. The tonal values of upper
rising and upper entering(a) are the same high level 55, similar to the situation of
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the upper entering tone(a) in the Guangzhou dialect. It is impossible to raise the
pitch to a higher level, so their changed tones retain the same high level 55.

3.3.  Diminutives in the Xinyi dialect

We may cite another example from the Xinyi 15 H dialect of Yue. In Xinyi,
the diminutive (changed tone) differs from the basic form just by using a super-
high rising tone. The mark “ /“ is used to represent this special super-high rising
tone. For example (Luo 1986):

Basic Form Diminutive
‘duck’ L) ap”’ am/
‘head’ S they! theu
‘pot’ i wok? won /

However, it can be further classified into three variants based on the different tonal
registers of the nine citation tones. I list the three variants of the changed tone and
their corresponding citation tones in Table 9:

Citation Tone Changed Tone
Tonal Category and Tonal Value :
High Register Upper Level 53, Upper Entering(a) 55 —— 5X
Middle Register Lower Rising 35, Upper Departing 33, 3X
Upper Entering(b) 33 ——

Low Register Lower Level 23/11, Lower Rising 23, 2X
Lower Departing 11, Lower Entering 22 ;

Table 9 The three variants of the changed tones and their corresponding
citation tones in the Xinyi dialect.

“X” represents a super-high point in one’ s pitch range. From this table, we can
see that the characteristic of the changed tone is a super-high rising contour. This
diminutive form differs from the high register of the citation tone by raising the
pitch from the normal high of the speaker’ s range to the super-high point. It also
differs from the middle register of the citation tone by raising the pitch from the
mid to the super-high point of the speaker’s pitch range; and it differs from the
low register of the citation tone by raising the pitch from the very bottom or lower
limit of the voice to the super-high end of the speaker’s pitch range.



Common origin of dimunitives 33

Clearly, the diminutives or changed tones in these three related Yue dialects
have a common source, and all forms can be traced back to one diminutive
morpheme with the tonal features of [+ high] and [+ rising].

Comparing the above three diminutives in Yue dialects with the Nanxiong
dialect, where a glottal stop is used to carry the diminutive meaning, and the
evolution of the diminutive in Wu dialects described earlier, it is reasonable to
assume that the disappearance of the final -7 led to the appearance of the high
rising tone in the Guangzhou, Taishan and Xinyi dialects. In some Gan dialects the
diminutive tone sandhi can also be traced back to a final glottal stop (Chen 1993).

3.4.  Two different diminutives in Southern Chinese

Some people believe that the changed tone used to express the diminutive in
Yue dialects can be further traced back to the er suffix (Zhang and Zhou 1993,
Mai 1995). In my opinion, this is impossible if we carefully compare related
diminutives in certain southern Chinese dialects. For example, in some Wu
dialects, such as Ningbo, there are two different diminutives. Diminutive II is from
the er suffix and Diminutive I is derived from a final glottal stop:

Diminutive 1

Basic Form Diminutive
‘chicken’ Xy tei tei® < tpi?”
tpigv % 31753 ij < ‘wq 53
‘shrimp’ ¥F ho” ho¥ < “ho?”

Diminutive I1

Basic Form Diminutive
‘duck’ By a2” e¥(<&<an<a?+p)
‘uncle’ M| so?” son* (< so? +p)
‘cat’ W mo’” me*? (< mé< man < mau+ )

In the Wuyi dialect of Wu, there are also two diminutives coexisting.
Diminutive II is from the er suffix and Diminutive I is derived from a final glottal
stop (Fu 1988):

Diminutive 1

Basic Form Diminutive
‘book’ B ey ¢y?’ (picture-story book)
‘ox’ 4 niou * niou?’

‘hole’ ] dop™! dop?’
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Diminutive I

Basic Form Diminutive
‘dog’ 1) kau” kap*’
‘plum’ F )/ lip"”
‘rabbit’ i) % ttop

In the Wenzhou dialect, there are also two different diminutives, but unlike
those of Ningbo and Wuyi, which are derived from a final glottal stop, they are
mostly fused together with the diminutive coming from the er suffix. In the
following examples, Diminutive I reflects the er suffix and Diminutive II is the
fusional form:

Basic Form Diminutive I Diminutive II
‘cat’ W P2muo” WL Pmus® p? muo® p?"?
‘sheep’ 3;: jj31 ET:“ )L j'1'3l g 31 jijl 0 212
‘knife’ 7] ¥ AL p* p¥ n* p
‘bottle’ M bep? L ey p? bep* p??

The minor difference between Diminutives I and II will be discussed later.

In some Gan dialects, we find the same two diminutives coexisting in one
dialect. Following are some examples from the Lichuan and the Shaowu #F&
dialects of Gan:

I. Shaowu dialect (Chen 1993 ):

Basic Form Diminutive
Changed Tone er Suffix
‘silkworm’ #  *ton” tton tton %’ no*
‘round flat cake’ Bt *piap” piag > pian % po®
II. Lichuan Dialect (Yan 1993):
‘old man’ /L} kllg 22 kug 22-53 kllg 22 ﬂl 0
‘pincers’ #  klfam” ktiam ¥ ktiam ¥ mi®

Obviously, the er suffix diminutive and the one deriving from a final glottal stop
can be traced back to different sources in Wu and Gan dialects. However, we
cannot find these two diminutives coexisting overtly in any one Yue dialect;
however, in the Xinyi dialect of Yue, I treat the forms wok® > won / (pot) and
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ho'' > hon /7 (river) as a single fused diminutive, with the nasal coda [n] coming
from the er suffix and the super-high rising pitch < ./’ deriving from - ?7.

3.5.  Final ?and tonal alternation

The relationship between final -7 and tonal alternation, especially involving
high rising pitch, has been mentioned by many scholars. The French botanist and
Orientalist André-Georges Haudricourt wrote a classic article which addressed
itself to the problem of how standard Hanoi Vietnamese acquired its six tones. He
claimed that by the sixth century, final -7 had disappeared from Vietnamese,
leaving in its wake a compensatory high rising effect on the pitch of the preceding
vowel (Haudricourt 1954). Inspired by Haudricourt’ s analysis, Pulleyblank (1962)
and Tsu-lin Mei (1970) claimed that the rising tone of Middle Chinese derived
from the disappearance of a previous final -7. Matisoff proposed that the high
rising tone arose in Lahu through dissimilation in pre-Lahu syllables which both
began and ended with a glottal stop, such that the final -7 disappeared, leaving in
its stead the compensatory development of the high rising tone (Matisoff 1970). It
seems that the relationship between a final glottal stop and tonogenesis,
particularly involving a tone with features [+ high] and [+ rising], is strongly
supported by evidence from some Southeast Asian languages. Higher pitch/rising
contour association with a glottal stop has been mentioned by many linguists
(Matisoff 1973, Lea 1973, Weidert 1987). From the viewpoint of articulatory
phonetics, in the majority of languages laryngeal adjustments are primarily
responsible for pitch control. In particular, the cricothyroid muscle is always
active during pitch raising by its direct tensing of the vocal folds (Ohala 1978). It
is my opinion, supported by the evidence mentioned above, that a pitch effect may
be a minor secondary feature of a final glottal stop in some languages, and it may
coexist with the glottal stop for some period of time. Only when the final glottal
stop disappears will this secondary feature be reanalyzed as a contrastive tone.

Let me now briefly summarize the various forms and the evolution of the
diminutive in the Wu, Yue and Gan dialects.

In these dialects the earliest form of the diminutive was the suffixal glottal stop
-7 fusing into a word. The pitch perturbation caused by the glottal stop was just a
secondary or minor feature of the glottal stop during that period. As a result,
diminutive forms and rising, departing or entering tone words shared a common
phonetic identity in the same dialect, and therefore underwent a common
evolution. With the gradual disappearance of the final -7 or the feature of
constricted glottis, the suprasegmental tone becomes more and more important.
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Finally, tonal alternation becomes the only phonetic difference between the basic
form and its corresponding diminutive.

4.0. SUFFIXAL GLOTTAL STOP AND THE JIAN DIMINUTIVE

As described above, diminutives, of types II, III, and IV can all be traced back
to the suffixal glottal stop. Several questions remain to be addressed: Is there any
relationship between the syllabic suffixal diminutive jian in Min dialects and the
suffixal glottal stop elsewhere? If there is, what kind of relationship do they have?
To deal with these problems, I would like to take the diminutives in the Wenzhou
dialect of Southern Wu, and the Datian dialect of Min as examples for a
comparative study, since the close historical relationship between Wu (especially
Southern Wu), and Min has been fully proved (see Ting 1988, Pan 1995, and Chen
1999).

4.1.  Three degrees of diminutives in Wu and Min

There are three degrees of the diminutive in both the Wenzhou and the Datian
dialects: positive (small); comparative (smaller) and superlative (smallest). These
terms are chosen for convenience only, and should not be confused with the three
degrees of the comparative in English. I list some examples of the three degrees in
both dialects in Table 10:

I. In the Wenzhou Dialect

Basic Form Diminutive

Comparative Superlative
‘cat’ W Pmuo® | WL Pmuo® p” muo® p?
‘sheep” % jl-.il EST) jj31 031 J-1-31 0212
‘knife’ jj [333 ]J }L [933 031 1933 0212
‘bottle’ HE bep”’ ¥l bep® p?' bep® p??

I1. In the Datian Dialect

Basic form Diminutive

Comparative Superlative
‘pot’ T xu® | FIL xa’” THA xu?P ki *
‘pig’ # xua® | &I xue'’ #H xus”? ki*”
‘hillock’ E kw? | EML K8 ER kP ki ?
‘carp’ i e’ 8L e WA e Kk

Table 10. Three degrees of the diminutive in Wenzhou and Datian Dialects.
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4.1.1. “Er” suffix

Before going on to consider the relationship between final -7 and the jian
suffixal diminutive, let us briefly discuss the evolutionary process of the erJL
suffixal diminutive. (See Chen 1995 for a more detailed discussion.) It is obvious
that the morpheme er is the marker of the comparative diminutive in the Wenzhou
dialect. The er diminutive form is vigorous and productive in most Wu dialects,
especially in Southern Wu (Zhengzhang 1980, 1981). However, the phonetic
shape varies from county to county, representing different steps of evolution. 1
classify the evolutionary course into four steps (Chen 1995). At the first stage, the
marker of the diminutive maintains a syllabic suffix: 7, n, or n/ (Middle Chinese
*nje). Wenzhou is a good example of this stage. At the second stage, however,
the syllabic nasal 7 or n has attached itself to the preceding syllable and become a

coda of that syllable, as in the Yiwu X % dialect of Zhejiang #7 L :

‘crow’  E L b? oan¥(<*5+n)
‘sparrow’ K % JL mma® tsen” (*<itse?+ n)
‘knife’  JJ JL toon® (*<to+n)

Having become a nasal coda of the preceding syllable, the diminutive morpheme
shares the same phonetic evolution as a rhyme like -VN ( V represents any vowel
and N represents a nasal  or n), since the phonological conditioning is the same.

The next step in the evolution is dropping the nasal coda and making the preceding
vowel nasalised:

VN>V

Following are some examples from the Ningbo dialect:

‘old man’ K 1 JL a?’ pa” (<*pagp<*pa’+p)
‘cripple’  # B L kua® wig” (<*teiap < * tgia? + p)
‘sparrow’ Bk & JL mo* teid” (<*teiag < * tgia? + )

In the last stage of the evolution, the nasalised feature is dropped and the final
becomes an oral vowel:

vV>v
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For example in the Shanghai dialect:
‘daughter’ & JL ne? (< *nd<*non<*no+n)
These four developmental stages can be summarized as follows:

First Stage Second Stage Third Stage  Fourth Stage
st+tpm) > cvyg(n > cv > cv
s = syllable; c= consonant.

Returning to the comparative forms in Table 10, there should be no objection
to assuming that the comparative forms in both Datian and Wenzhou derived from
the er suffix, since the degree of the diminutive is the same and the shape of the
pronunciation in Datian corresponds to the third stage of the er suffix in Wu (see
Table 11). More detailed evidence on this point was presented in Chen 1995.

4.1.2. “Jian” suffix

Let us proceed to the next column of Table 10, the superlative (the smallest
form) of the diminutive. The diminutive in Datian is expressed by a word plus the
Jjian H suffix. Jian by itself means ‘ son, child’ in modern Min dialects. This word
is attested textually quite early. The Tang poet Gu Kuang i 3L, (?725-?816)
composed a poem when he was serving in Fujian & # in which he used the word
in question. In the poet’ s own preface to the poem he explains the word jian: “it
is pronounced like the word jian #; in Fujian ‘ son, child’ is called jian in the
popular language” . This dialectal word can also be found in “Jiyun” { % #1) |
a rhyme dictionary compiled during the Song Dynasty, where it says:

H, M A/JLEHA, L& .

“ Jian, the Min people call son ‘ jian’ . Jian is read with the initial of jiu JL and
the final of jian #.” Based on the fangie [ Y] in ‘Jiyun” and what Gu Kuang

said in his preface, I suggest the jian F can be reconstructed as *kian with upper-
rising tone in the Tang-Song period. This reconstruction is very similar to kiag **

in modern Fuzhou dialect (there is no contrast now between kian and kiap in
Fuzhou) and the &7** of modern Datian is obviously a weakened form of *kian. 1
assume that the more advanced development is: k7 > k , after which the suffix k&
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fused with the preceding syllable and became its coda. In the next stage of
weakening, the - & became a glottal stop:

-k > -7

At that stage, the structure of the syllable was cv7, which is the same as the early
diminutive in Wu, Gan and Yue, as discussed above. This means that the early
form of the diminutive in Wu, Gan, and Yue dialects was derived from the jian
suffixal diminutive, while the form in Min dialects preserves the early syllabic
stage. This hypothesis is confirmed by two parallel evolution of the diminutives,
comparative and superlative, in both Wenzhou and Datian dialects. Table 11
shows the parallel evolution of the two diminutives:

The Comparative (Smaller)

First Step Second Step ~ Third Step  Fourth Step  Fifth Step
s+ni(Jl) > s+ pgpm > cvign) > cv > v
Longquan Wenzhou Yiwu Ningbo, Datian _ Shanghai

The Superlative (Smallest)

First Step Second Step Third Step Fourth Step Fifth Step
s+ kian(p)(FA)>s+ ki > *evk > cv? > cv
Fuzhou Datian Wauyi, Nanxiong Wenzhou, Guangzhou

v'= tonal alternation

Table 11. Parallel evolution of the two diminutives

Table 11 schematically represents the various steps in the historical development
from the syllabic suffixes to the open syllables of the fusional word. A brief
inspection of Table 11 reveals a step-by-step parallel evolution of the two sets of
diminutives. These two diminutives both derived from syllabic suffixes er
(comparative) or jian (superlative) by step 1, and share a parallel weakening
though time. The finals of the suffixes are first reduced to a syllabic nasal 7 (1) or
ki at step 2, then the initials of the suffixes fuse to the preceding syllables (step 3).
Although the form *cvk does not occur in either the Wu or Min dialects, it is not
hard to imagine that this transitional form existed between step 2 and step 4 at
some early time. By step four, the consonantal ending -k has weakened to a glottal
stop and the vowel becomes contrastively nasal after the weakened nasal coda
drops away. Finally at step 5 even the last trace of nasality becomes neutralized,
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but with a compensatory difference in vowel quality (v; # v>). Along a parallel
path, the final - 7 disappears, leaving in its stead a compensatory perturbation of the
tone (step 5). All the evidence presented above leads us to believe that the four
types of diminutives in Wu, Gan, Yue and Min dialects came from a common
source, the jian suffix.

4.2. The formation of the superlative diminutive in Wenzhou and Fuzhou

The superlative diminutive of Wenzhou displayed in Table 10 can be traced
back to a proto-form formulizable as follows:

word + er + jian

212«

For instance, the word Zmuo * p the smallest cat’ in the Wenzhou

dialect can be derived from:

212

Pmuo® p?? < * Pmuo p?< * 2muo p kian (3 )L B)

Using two diminutive suffixes to express the superlative diminutive meaning is
not unusual in the area. In the Fuzhou dialect, there is no er suffixal diminutive, so
a double jian suffix is used to carry the superlative diminutive meaning (Liang
1988):

Basic Form Comparative Diminutive Superlative Diminutive
‘chair # ie? W B e’ kiap™ ¥ B | e kiap® kiap”'
‘box’ B a?? AW a?’ kiap” B HMA a?? kiap® kiap™

5.0. THE SOURCE OF “JIAN”

A further, more basic question is this: Where did the suffixal diminutive jian
come from? There are reasons to believe that the word jian is not an original
Chinese word. Neither the word jian * child’ nor the four types of diminutives
deriving from the jian suffix occur in Mandarin or Northern Chinese, but do occur
in some varieties of southeast Chinese, such as in Wu, Min, Gan, Hui and Yue.
The textual evidence from the preface of Gu Kuang’s poem and Jiyun also
indicates that this was a regional word occurring in Old Min. Norman and Mei
suggested that the Min word is related to the Austroasiatic etymon represented by
Vietnamese con [kon] * child’. This etymon is very widely distributed throughout

Austroasiatic: Khmer koun; Spoken Mon kon; Written Mon kon, kwen; Bru koon,
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Chong kheen, Wa ko, Khasi khu:n (Norman and Mei 1976). 1 claim that not only
is the Min word jian ‘ child’ related to this Austroasiatic etymon, but also that the
diminutives in some southeast Chinese dialects and Austroasiatic come from a
common source. To confirm this, I would like to compare the diminutives in the
Fuzhou dialect of Min and Vietnamese.

The core meaning of the word jian in the Fuzhou dialect and of Vietnamese
con is ‘son, child’. Both words can be used as affixes to express a diminutive.
Table 12 shows us some examples of these related diminutives in the Fuzhou
dialect and Vietnamese.

Fuzhou dialect Vietnamese
‘boy’ st & F toun *’muo™ kian *' | con giai (son)
‘last boy in a family’ | & B muoi ** kian *! con thy
‘lamb’ * M yon ' kiap ™' con chién
‘bird’ B H ts eu > kiag *! con khén khén (vulture)
‘bucket’ H F thoyn ** kian *' con bai (playing cards)
‘small knife’ Jl A to® kian?! con da’u (stamp)
‘short person’ ¥% H e kian *' con ro’i (waif)
*small prostitute’ #% M kau > kian ' con giang

Table 12. Diminutives in Fuzhou dialect and Viethamese

It is clear that the functions of kiayy * in Fuzhou and con in Vietnamese are the
same, both of them carrying the diminutive meaning, although the order of words
is opposite: krap ' is a suffix in the Fuzhou dialect while con is a prefix in
Vietnamese. If we accept the claim that the Min word jian is related to the
Austroasiatic etymon represented by Vietnamese con ‘ child’, as Norman and Mei
suggested, it is also reasonable to believe that the two diminutives in the Fuzhou
dialect and in Vietnamese are derived from a common source.

The next question is: What is the relationship between Chinese and Vietnamese
and the Austroasiatic family in general. Before proceeding to answer this question,
I wish to present some background information about Chinese languages.

In the pre-Qin % period the Chinese language was spoken in a much smaller
territory than it is today. Its center was the Yellow River Plain, but during the
Zhou /4 dynasty it had doubtless already begun to spread to some peripheral
areas. In subsequent centuries the Chinese-speaking peoples were to spread
outward, gradually overcoming and assimilating their ethnic neighbors until they
would finally occupy the vast territory that they do at the present time. It is well
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known that ancient South China was almost exclusively populated by non-Chinese
people whose identity and location can be designated by the term Yue #& ().
Based on historical documents, Yue was the name of a state that flourished during
the fifth and sixth centuries BC in Zhejiang #7 L, Fujian #& i, Taiwan &
and Jiangxi {T P4; it is also part of the name for Vietnam, anciently Nanyue B #&
or B B, whose territory then extended into modern Guangdong /= % and
Guangxi |~ P8 and included the island of Hainan # ®. During the Qin and Han
periods the term Baiyue H #& ‘ the hundred Yue’ was used to refer to the various
‘ barbarians’ inhabiting South China. Earlier, in the oracle bones and bronze
inscriptions, the graph # was the pictograph of an axe. Here I may mention the
fact that the rectangular axe and the shouldered adze were respectively associated
with the Austronesians and Austroasiatics (Chang 1963). There is evidence to
confirm that the Yue people was at least partly Austroasiatic (Lin 1958, Norman
and Mei 1976, Wei 1982, Meng 1983, and Chen 1991).

As far as the jian word and the jian diminutive are concerned, three important
phenomena should be noticed: First, their distribution is limited to southeast
dialects of Chinese like Wu, Hui, Gan, Min and Yue, where the Baiyue people had
been living. Second, in some ancient documents mentioned above, the word jian
was recorded as an Old Min word, and the word did not occur in Central Plains
Chinese. Third, jian and the jian diminutive are related to the corresponding
morphemes con in Vietnamese. Considering these phenomena and referring to the
historical background of this area, I would like to suggest that the jian word
meaning ‘ child, son’ , and the jian suffixal diminutive can be regarded as part of a
substratum from ancient Baiyue languages.

The hypothesis of a substratum of ancient Baiyue languages is highly
attractive, but is still a matter dispute, since classical historical linguistics focuses
on studying corresponding relationships among related languages, while language
substrata belong to the realm of language contact. In order to make the
substratum theory more accurate and practical, I used five criteria to define the
substratum of ancient Baiyue languages (Chen 1995).

The use of the morphemes zi and er, both meaning °child’, as diminutive
markers is commonly found in most Chinese dialects, including some Southern
dialects. Indeed it is believed that these two suffixes have served as markers of the
diminutive from the earliest times to the present (Chen 1995), and can even be
traced back to an etymon at the Sino-Tibetan level (Matisoff 1995). It is
reasonable to assume that the jian diminutive in the Southeast was eroded by
pressure from the more prestigious er and zi diminutives further north, resulting in
survival of the jian diminutive only in relic form. This can be seen in some dialects
where the three diminutives coexist. For instance, in some Wu dialects, these three
diminutives (zi, er and one derived from the jian diminutive) coexist, but the
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former two are more productive and vigorous than the latter. In Yue and Gan
dialects the one coming from the jian diminutive has been gradually eroded by the
more standard dialects to the north, and the northern diminutives er and zi,
pronounced fsai 1 in Yue dialects, are steadily gaining ground.

6.0. CONCLUSION

In the past few years, a hypothesis of genetic relationship between Chinese
and Austronesian has been proposed and elaborated by Laurent Sagart (1993,
1994, 1995). In this paper I am not going to argue against the hypothesis but
rather give a warning: It is very important to distinguish between cognate words
and substratum words in studying the relationship between Chinese and
Austronesian. More seriously, in most cases, substratum words belong to basic
vocabulary, such as the word jian ‘child’ in Min dialects, which makes the
distinction between cognate words and substratum words more difficult. If we
take substratum words as cognates, the wrong conclusion will be drawn.

In this paper I have discussed the evolution of the four types of diminutives in
Wu, Min, Gan and Yue dialects. As far as the relationship between suffixal - 7 and

tonal alternation is concerned, I have argued that it was the disappearance of the
suffixal -7 that caused tonal change. It is my view that these four types of
diminutives can be traced back to one common source, the jian suffixal diminutive.
Having compared the jian diminutive in Min dialects with the con diminutive in
Vietnamese, I have argued that the jian word and the jian diminutive are related to
the Austroasiatic etymon represented by Vietnamese con and the con diminutive. I
have treated the jian and jian diminutive in some southern Chinese dialects as
reflecting a substratum of the ancient Baiyue languages.
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