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Abstract

Evaluative suffixation is a singular field of word-construction, challenging 
the boundaries of compounding and derivation, semantics and pragmatics 
and introducing complexity into morpho-lexical systems.
Theoretical proposals of wide circulation about evaluatives (v.g. Jurafsky 
1996; Bakema/Geeraerts 2004) do not consider Portuguese evaluative 
suffixal system. We claim that the singularity of Portuguese diminutive 
and augmentative suffixes is grounded on their one-to-many correspon-
dence between form and meaning/function and on their interaction as 
descriptive/propositional and/or emotive-attitudinal codifiers. Besides a 
dimensional meaning, diminutives and augmentatives express the posi-
tive/negative value of the speaker’s judgment/feeling regarding the object 
evaluated and/or the interlocutor. This search intends to know how these 
values can be accommodated in a holistic system of evaluatives. 
As evaluative affixes serve as attitudinal operators, we assume that prag-
matic dimensions are part of their nature. Even more: some diminutively 
suffixed words may exhibit an intensifying meaning, and some augmen-
tatively suffixed words a diminutive meaning. This article aims to clarify 
how these antagonistic possibilities coexist and to design a network that 
accounts for this correlation, highlighting the contribution of Portuguese 
evaluative system to cognitive approaches, the theoretical framework 
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taken as a reference. Under the metacategory EVALUATION, diminution and 
augmentation are some of the possible manifestations in theory virtually available, 
but in practice restricted by historical changes and/or by the usage. Empirical data 
are selected from renowned studies and lexicographical sources and attested in digital 
databases.
The description also emphasizes the lack of isomorphism, in Portuguese, between 
suffixal diminution and ‘female/feminine gender’ and between diminution and 
approximation. The specificity of Portuguese evaluatives, underrepresented in inter-
linguistic approaches, provides a suitable contribution to the wide-ranging spectrum 
of evaluative suffixal functioning along the languages.

Keywords

Evaluative Affixes. Derivational Morphology. Diminutives. Augmentatives. Evaluative 
Morphopragmatics.

Resumo

A sufixação avaliativa é um campo singular de genolexia, cruzando fronteiras entre 
derivação e composição, semântica e pragmática e introduzindo complexidade nos 
sistemas morfo-lexicais.  
Propostas teóricas de grande circulação sobre os avaliativos, como as de Jurafsky 1996 
ou de Bakema/Geeraerts 2004, ignoram o sistema avaliativo da língua Portuguesa, 
cuja especificidade coloca desafios vários. A singularidade dos sufixos diminutivos e 
aumentativos da língua portuguesa assenta na correspondência de ‘um-para vários’ 
entre forma e significado/função, e na sua interação como codificadores descritivos/
proposicionais e/ou emotivo-atitudinais.
Para além do valor dimensional, os diminutivos e aumentativos da língua portuguesa 
expressam o valor positivo/negativo do julgamento/sentimento do falante para com 
o avaliado e/ou o interlocutor. Esta pesquisa intenta conhecer de que modo estes 
valores podem ser acomodados num sistema holístico de avaliativos.
Uma vez que os afixos avaliativos funcionam como operadores atitudinais, assumimos 
que as dimensões pragmáticas fazem parte da sua natureza. Mais ainda: algumas pala-
vras sufixadas diminutivamente podem exibir um significado aumentativo-intensifica-
dor e algumas palavras sufixadas aumentativamente um significado diminutivo. Este 
artigo tem como objetivo esclarecer como essas possibilidades dicotómicas coexistem 
e desenhar um modelo que dê conta dessa correlação, esclarecendo de que modo o 
contributo doa avaliativos do Português enriquece abordagens cognitivas prévias, 
cujo quadro teórico é tomado como matricial. Face à metacategoria AVALIAÇÃO, 
diminuição e aumento são algumas das suas manifestações possíveis, e em teoria 
virtualmente disponíveis, mas na prática restringidas por mudanças históricas e/

http://linguistics.oxfordre.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=evaluative%20morphology
http://linguistics.oxfordre.com/search?f_0=keyword&q_0=diminutives
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ou pelo uso. Os dados empíricos são extraídos de estudos/fontes lexicográficas e de 
bases-de-dados de referência.
Este estudo analisa ainda a falta de isomorfismo, em português, entre sufixação 
diminutiva e ‘(género)feminino’ e entre diminuição e proximidade. A especificidade 
dos avaliativos do Português, sub-representados em trabalhos interlinguísticos, for-
nece uma contribuição relevante para o espectro global das estratégias avaliativas 
em diferentes línguas.

Palavras-Chave

Afixos Avaliativos. Morfologia Derivacional. Diminutivos. Aumentativos. 
Morfopragmática Avaliativa.

Introduction

Evaluative and expressive morphology has deserved a renewed theoretical and 
empirical interest (Grandi and Körtvélyessy 2015, among others), in particular 
regarding the search for universals in the semantics of the diminutives, the search 
for the more and the less prototypical meanings carried by evaluative suffixes, and 
the attempt to settle the status of evaluative/expressive morphology as a peripheral 
domain of standard morphology or a land of semantic-pragmatic nature.

Evaluative suffixation has a special place in derivational world. Typically, eval-
uative suffixes (i) are not grammatically underspecified, (ii) they can select bases of 
several grammatical classes, (iii) they do not change the grammatical class of the bases, 
being categorially neutral, (iv) their denotational meanings co-occur with their use 
as vehicles of subjective appreciation/depreciation, expression of emotional feelings 
and attitudes, and as pragmatic operators of successful interaction. Other widespread 
features of evaluative affixes are: (v) they most usually attach to nouns, to adjectives 
and to verbs, and more rarely to other word classes of bases; (vi) diminutives are 
more universal than augmentatives.

This grammatical underspecification is balanced by the plurality of values of 
several evaluative suffixes, and the radiality of some of their meanings.

In Portuguese, a language with a rich evaluative morphology, diminutives and 
augmentatives fill originally a dimensive function, can carry either appreciative or 
depreciative meanings and can function as pragmatic/interpersonal operators. The 
relationship between denotational diminution/augmentation and intersubjective 
appreciation/affection or depreciation/disaffection, as well as the ambivalence of 
many affixal evaluative operators, pose challenges of great relevance from a theoretical 
and empirical point of view. Brazilian and European Portuguese have a diverse set 
of evaluative affixal operators (Rosa, 1982; Rio-Torto, 1993; Pereira, 2020) whose 
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conspicuous functioning can represent a plus-value for the knowledge of the suffixal 
evaluation’s world.

In addition to traditional addresses of diminutives and augmentatives (Hasselrot, 
1957; Skorge, 1957; Ettinger, 1974), we argue that a holistic overview of evaluative 
domain can incorporate and intermingle the semantic and pragmatic dimensions 
involved in the attitudinal uses of evaluative affixes, the suffixal ambivalences encoded, 
as well as central and extended meanings codified by suffixed words. The meaning 
of evaluatives "include a pragmatic variable which cannot be suppressed in their 
description" (Dressler and Barbaresi, 1994, p. 55).

Inspired by cognitive models of diminutives (v.g. Jurafsky, 1996) and by its 
prominence approach of diminutive semantics, this search aims to map the radial 
semantic structure of Portuguese evaluative suffixes and explain the coexistence of 
antagonistic meanings (diminution/augmentation, appreciation/depreciation) within 
some operators, such as -inho, -ão, -alho. The data are extracted from lexicographic 
sources (Aulette, 1976; Costa and Melo, 1994; Ferreira, 1987; Houaiss, 2001), from 
specialized studies about evaluatives (Skorge, 1957; Hasselrot, 1957; Aulette,1976; 
Rosa, 1982; Rio-Torto 1993; Silva, 2006; Souza, 2015; Cândido, 2019; Pereira, 
2020) and from online data bases (CETEMFolha e CETEMPublico). Brazilian and 
European Portuguese share the same evaluative suffixal constructions, but European 
Portuguese makes use of the diminutive -ito, almost absent in Brazil, and in Brazilian 
Portuguese expressive uses of diminutive suffix -inho include its selection of personal 
pronouns, numerals and gerundive forms (Cunha and Cintra 2017).

Cognitive Linguistics (Langacker, 1997, 2008; Geeraerts, 2006; among others) 
is the theoretical framework guiding this proposal. Some of the cognitive guidelines 
are: the interaction between language and humanin cognition, conceptualization 
and categorization, the embodied and subjective nature of linguistic meaning and 
its relationship with human social performance, the commitment between meaning 
and form, the polysemy and networking meanings of lexical units, the historical 
and/or structural relations between the several degrees of (non) prototypicality of 
the meanings. Diminutives and augmentatives, as codifiers of subjectivity and inter-
action, are a field of excellence for cognitive and interactive theories of language.

Section 1 introduces the more salient peculiarities of evaluative suffixation, 
including Portuguese empirical oddities. Section 2 is devoted to the description of 
the evaluative semantic classes, outlining Jurafsky proposal (1996) of the universal 
structure for the semantics of the diminutive. Section 3 presents a brief survey of the 
functioning of Portuguese diminutive and augmentative suffixes. Section 4. describes 
expressive, attitudinal and emotional values of diminutives and augmentatives. 
Section 5. presents a Portuguese grounded proposal of the evaluative suffixation. 
After a section containing the final words, a section of References is displayed.
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1. Evaluative suffixation: some salient properties

Evaluative suffixes are a singular class of derivative affixes (Stump, 1993). In 
several languages the set of evaluative affixes is marked by notorious heterogeneity. 
The diversity of semantic values conveyed by the same affix nourrish the fallacious 
idea that evaluatives have an irregular nature and reject any generalization. However, 
as Grandi (2017, p. 434) says, "in a cross-linguistic perspective, evaluatives display a 
uniform behavior from a semantic and functional point of view, but exhibit a wide 
range of formal propertie"».

Despite their peculiarities and their heterogeneity, evaluative suffixes share many 
features that support the cohesion of their functional domain.

Evaluative suffixes do not change de grammatical class of the base and they 
occur typically on the right border of the derived word, before de adjunction of 
inflectional suffixes. 

The features that ground their singulative status are:

I.	 Many of them select bases of several grammatical classes (nominal, adjectival, 
verbal, adverbial, pronominal, gerundive roots/stems)

II.	 Evaluative suffixes are not grammatically underspecified: they do not change 
the grammatical class of the base.

III.	Evaluative suffixes are semantic modifiers of the denoted by the bases and/
or attitudinal markers and interaction triggers. Ontological changes of the 
semantics of the base are peripheric and figuratively governed.

IV.	 Evaluative suffixes are at the heart of the derogation of the Aronoff ’s rule 
known as “one rule one affix” or ‘Unitary Base Hypothesis’: Romance 
evaluative systems evidence undisputedly that each suffixal mechanism 
may apply to more than one class of bases. The mentioned derogation was 
claimed by Corbin (1987) and has been widely applied to the universe of 
Portuguese evaluative affixes by Rio-Torto (1993). Aronoff (1983, p. 360) 
recognizes the controversial of his previous proposal: "Affixes […] are not 
reliably unambiguous. It is therefore reasonable to conclude […] that affixes 
are not introduced by word formation rules in the manner described in [7]." 
([7] = Aronoff 1976)

V.	 Evaluative suffixes are seen as unique and peripheral, because they do not 
denote/create new ontological and conceptual categories, carrying affective, 
emotive and subjective meanings, related with feelings and emotions. With the 
dichotomic Plain morphology vs. expressive morphology (Zwicky; Pullum, 1987) 
the authors denounce the marginality accounted for expressive procedures 
(such as the adjunction of -eteria in cleaneteria, luncheteria, healtheteria, 
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smoketeria), and sustain that the definition of expressive phenomena "lies in a 
domain orthogonal of the grammar. […] rules of expressive morphology are 
not subject to the same conditions as rules of plain morphology" (Zwicky; 
Pullum, 1987, p. 338). Evaluative suffixes present the features that Zwicky 
and Pullum consider distinctive of expressive suffixes (pragmatic effects, 
promiscuity with regard to input category, promiscuity with regard to input 
basehood, special syntax, among others). As some of these features are not 
exclusive to evaluative suffixes, being transversal to many other suffixal 
subclasses, the Zwicky and Pullum dichotomy will not be taken into account 
in our study.

VI.	In Iberian languages, some evaluative constructions, denominated 
-Z-evaluatives in contemporary Portuguese and C-evaluatives in Spanish 
and in medieval Portuguese, violate the atomicity and the Lexical Integrity 
of words. -Z-evaluatives select roots marked by number inflection ((1)-(2)), 
and the plural morpheme -s- is placed in the right edge of the new word. 
In such data, morphological plural has a discontinuous distribution, and 
-Z-evaluative behaves like an interfix: 

(1) [cão ‘dogg’][-pl] zinho][-Pl] vs. [cãe][+pl] zinho s[+Pl]] 

(2) [papel ‘sheet of paper’][-pl] zito][-Pl] vs. [papei][+pl] zito s[+Pl]]
2. 

VII.	The unorthodox adjunction of Portuguese -zinho/-zito (Spanish -cito) to 
inflectional marked bases (papei + zito + s = papeizitos, cãe + zinho + s 
= cãezinhos) must not be overrated, because it represents a very specific 
segment of evaluative production. Nevertheless, it has a strong impact on 
linguistic theorization, since this evaluative pattern situates -Z-evaluatives near 
composition, a process that allows internal pluralization (belas[+Pl]]-artes[+Pl]] 
‘fine arts, mãos[+Pl]] livres [+Pl]] ‘free hands’) 3. Despite the differences between 
the two classes of evaluatives (with and without -z-), they are semiotically 
equivalent (florzinha and florinha are equivalent, meaning both ‘little flor 
[flower]’), representing a kind of allomorphy, in which there is two-to-one 
correspondence between form and meaning/function.

2	 Papeizitos, from papel+es, suffers suppression of intervocalic -l-, and diphtongation of 
<ee> (> ei).

3	 In other languages (v.g. the Slavic ones), DIM can also attach to pluralized forms (Mano-
va; Grestenberger; Korecky-kröll, 2024).
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The iterability of some evaluative suffixes, as Portuguese -ucho and -inho, both 
diminutives (gordo ‘fat’, gord + ucho ‘chubby’, gorduch + inho), namely when used 
with pragmatic functions, contributes to the strong perception of the peculiarity 
and/or peripherality of the evaluative affixes. 

The semantics of the evaluative suffixes is complex. They convey objective and/
or subjective (non-propositional) information about qualitative and/or quantitative 
features of the entities or situations, in function of speaker’s viewpoint/feelings.

The process of evaluation implies a process of calculating, determining or judging 
the value, nature, character, or quality of something/someone, that is, measuring the 
(relative) dimensions, the (relative) quality, the (relative) degree of accomplishment, 
the (relative) value/significance of something regarding a default/standard and sub-
jective value. The evaluation uses subjective criteria governed by subjective/relative 
standards and expresses positive/negative feelings or attitudes of the speaker. The 
result of such a determination can be a diminishment or an increase of a feature/
value/significance of the denoted by the base.

2. Evaluative semantics classes

Diminution, augmentation and depreciation are probably the major semantic 
classes of evaluative affixes accounted for Romance and Anglo-Germanic languages 
(Skorge, 1957; Hasselrot, 1957; Adams, 1973; Ettinger, 1974;  Dressler and Barbaresi, 
1994; Napoli and Reynolds, 1995; Lázaro Mora, 1999; among others). The empirical 
and theoretical relationships between diminution, augmentation, depreciation and 
appreciation remain somewhat impressionistic and unsystematic, namely concerning 
the different possible linguistic connections between them.

Diminutives are generally described as naming a ‘small’ exemplar (with small 
size/age, low intensity) of the base, and augmentatives as naming a great/greatest 
one. These are core meanings and augmentation/diminution are, in a way, deviations 
(under or above) from a default value (Körtvélyessy, 2015, p. 61). Appreciation and 
depreciation are seen as ‘derived’ meanings or ‘derived’ readings (formed by meta-
phorical and metonymical extension) of diminution and augmentation. 

Bakema and Geeraerts (2004, p. 1048) sustain the existence of two evaluative 
groups. The group containing what they call ‘evaluative readings’ includes deprecia-
tion, appreciation/affection, approximation (roughly a x) and relativization (a modest 
x), and they represent the most prominent readings. An ‘explicative’ meaning is also 
available for diminutives, when they denote the same small referent of their bases, 
as in Duch the synonymous peuk and peukje ‘cigarette butt’. The second group of 
extensions is formed by partitive shades of meaning, as Duch chocolataje ‘a piece 
of chocolat’, a count noun derived from the mass noun chocolade. By metonymy, 
blondje ‘little blond one’, ‘blond woman’ is derived from the adjective blond. A larger 
spectrum of ‘evaluative’ category will be proposed in section 5.
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The preferential correlation between appreciative uses and diminutives and 
between depreciative readings and augmentatives (Bakema; Geeraerts, 2004, p. 
1049) is not conform with the reality of many languages. The following subsection 
deeps the semantic structure of diminutives.

2.1 Jurasfsky model of the universal structure for the semantics 
of the diminutive

In Universal tendencies in the semantics of the diminutive, Jurafsky (1996) presents 
the following proposal for a universal radial category of the diminutive, based on the 
semantics of the diminutive in over 60 languages. In this model, the center of the 
category corresponds to the historical prior meaning, and the peripheral to extended 
meanings. In the figure 1, the arcs represent mechanisms of semantic changes such 
as inferences (I), metaphors (M), generalizations (G) and lambda-abstractions (L).

Figure 1. Universal structure for the semantics of the diminutive

Source: Jurafsky, 1996, p. 542.

This model highlights that "the origins of the semantics of the diminutive cate-
gory lie in words semantically or pragmatically linked to children" (Jurasfsky, 1996, 
p. 533). Other studies consider that the central meaning of the category is related 
with child (Wierzbicka, 1984) or with son.

The centrality of SMALL/CHILD seems uncontroversial. The accuracy of some 
other relationships (small: female/gender is size) requires a global search of all the 
60 languages considered, in order to demonstrate their relative representativity and 
their relative (un) centrality.

According to Jurasfsky (1996, p. 538), the functioning of this model in Cantonese 
is as follows:

From the central meaning SMALL/CHILD diverge horizontally 
CONTEMPT (relatives with lower status or more distance; 
women) and SMALL THINGS (bugs, diseases with small round 
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skin eruptions, food). In the vertical axe, APPROXIMATION 
(approximation and metalinguistic hedges: weaken the illocutionary 
force of x) and INTIMACY AND FAMILIARITY (close friends, 
intimate relatives).

Based on the Lakkoff’s Radial Category, Jurafsky (1996, p. 536) model intends 
to represent the diversity and the contradictory meanings of the diminutive (used 
simultaneously as an attenuating and an intensifying device). Metaphorical, inferential 
and abstractive extensions of ‘small’ can explain the meanings of individuating, imi-
tating, approximating or even exactness carried by some diminutive’s suffixed words.

The main meanings detected and described are the following (the data I-VI are 
extracted from Juraffsky, 1996):

I.	 Small, Child/Offspring, Female Gender (Hebrew, Hindi, Berber), Small-
Type (Cantonese) 

II.	 Imitation (Dominican Spanish boca ‘mouth’ > boquete ‘hole’, Mandarin, 
Hungarian)

III.	Intensity/Exactness (Mexican Spanish ahora ‘now’ > ahorita ‘just/right 
now’): in such cases of deictic physical location, the suffix marks an exact 
point in some space/time.

IV.	 Approximation (Greek ksinos ‘sour’ > ksinutsikos ‘sourish’; Spanish azulito 
‘a little blue’; vermelhito ‘low on the scale of redness’. 

V.	 Individuation/Partitive (Yiddish der zamd’ ‘sand’/dos zemdl ‘grain of sand’; 
Berber azMur ‘olive trees’/tazMur ‘an olive tree’) 

VI.	Intensive meaning, applied to gradable predicates meaning ‘small’ or ‘young’: 
Spanish bajito ‘very low’, blanquita ‘very white’ (white perceived as the absence 
of color or dirt), French jeunet ‘very young’, Latin parvulus ‘very small’.

In many languages some of these meanings co-occur. In others some of them 
are not relevant 4. The claim that "the affectionate, contemptuous and child-related 
senses of the diminutive are often present in words with the approximative, small, 
or individuating/partitive meanings" (Jurafsky, 1996, p. 538) should lead to the 
finding that approximative/partitive is transversal to several derivational domains, 
and not specifically associated with that of diminution.

The assumption that ‘partitive’ and ‘explicative’ meanings are regular and rep-
resentative extended meanings of diminution collides with the premise of existence 
of partitive and explicative construction patterns in each language. 

4	 For the application of Jurafsky description to the semantic structure of Portuguese diminutive, see 
Silva, 2006.
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Some of these extended meanings are absent of several languages. In Portuguese, 
for example, there is no correlation between diminution and “Female gender”. In 
Brazilian or European Portuguese, there are no linguistic manifestations of meta-
phorical links between child and female beings5. The Portuguese diminutive suffixes 
do not express the female grammatical gender as in Hebrew, Hindi or Berber, neither 
the ‘small X’ they denote has any relationship with female beings or with socially 
marginalized women.

In this language the ‘small-type’ is not sufficiently represented to be considered 
a specific class of diminutives. The relation between an evaluative product and its 
base is not of prototypical hyponymy: a subdivisão [subdivision] is a ‘part/section 
of a division’ (necessary smaller than this one), and a divisãozinha [divisão-DIM] 
is a ‘small division’. 

The frontiers between diminution and approximation are not clearcut, due to 
the porosity in the boundaries between both areas. Diminutives adopt a referent 
point on a scale and denote ‘low on a scale’. As this means ‘less than the referent 
point’, the closeness between diminutive and approximative is undeniable. But ‘x 
approximates y’ is not the same that ‘x is smaller/less than y’, ‘smaller/less than the 
prototypical exemplar y on the scale z’ (cf. Portuguese azulado ‘almost blue, bluish’, 
vermelhiço ‘almost red, reddish’ vs. azulinho ‘slightly/strongly blue’, vermelhinho 
‘slightly/strongly blue’). The relationship is not bidirectional. Approximation can 
take other manifestations than diminution and does not imply it. Approximation 
and partitive meanings are codified by specific affixes.

The coexistence of contradictory meanings carried by the same suffix, such as 
intensifying vs. diminution/attenuating force (Italian allegr-etto ‘slower than allegro’ 
vs. largh-etto ‘faster than largo’; Mexican Spanish ahorita [litt.: now+ita] ‘immediately, 
rightnow’ vs. Cuban or Dominican Spanish ahorita ‘soon, in a little while’ (Jurafsky, 
1996, p. 534)), or sympathy vs. contempt, are not exclusive of words suffixed by 
diminutives, but also occur with words suffixed by augmentatives. Hasselrot 1957, 
p. 307 pointed out that in romance languages both diminutives and augmentatives 
can have either appreciative or depreciative/derogatory/pejorative readings.

However, as far as I know, there is no similar cross-linguistic study about the 
semantic behavior of augmentative suffixes among several languages.

5	 According to Cardoso (2016), the syncretism diminutive-feminine is attested in the In-
do-Portuguese Creoles of the northwest coast of India. The syncretism augmentative-femi-
nine also exists in other languages.
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3. Portuguese diminutive and augmentative

The data from Portuguese, spoken in Brazil or in Portugal, attest that the same 
suffix — either augmentative or diminutive — can express apparently antagonistic 
meanings and be used with several (but related) distinct functions. 

In Portuguese, the suffixes -ão and -aço are typically (and since the Middle Age) 
the most prominent augmentative suffixes (Cunha and Cintra, 2017). In both cases 
the denoted by the noun/adjective is greatest ((3), (11-12)) or more intense ((4), (13)) 
than the base. An appreciative or a depreciative meaning can be explicit ((5-(8)); 
in other constructions both meanings are attested ((9)-(10)); finally, the subjective 
criteria of the speaker ((3)-(4)) may be not specified.

(3) bigodaço ‘great moustache [bigode]’

(4) ricaço ‘very rich [rico]’

(5) churrascaço ‘good and great barbecue [churrasco]’

(6) golaço ‘a splendid goal [golo]’

(7) vinhaça ‘poor quality wine [vinho]’

(8) poetaço ‘bad (quality) poet [poeta]’

(9) casarão ‘an excessively great and/or unsightly casa [house, mansion]’

(10) casarão ‘a great and/or splendid casa [house, mansion]’

The diversity of readings of the nouns/adjectives suffixed by -ão or -aço regarding 
the subjective (appreciative/depreciative) evaluation carried out by the speaker does 
not cancel the main augmentative/intensive function of both suffixes.

Prototypically, the object whose noun is modified by -ão is greatest than the 
correspondent nominal base ((11-(12)); the adjectival property of the base is inten-
sified ((13)) by adjunction of the suffix:

(11) facão ‘great knife [faca]’

(12) salão ‘large living room [sala]’

(13) bonitão ‘very beautiful [bonito]’

But -ão functions also as a diminutive (Rio-Torto, 1993, 2022), as in (14)-(17):

(14) calção ‘pants [calça] shorter; shorts’ 

(15) cordão ‘rope [corda] less thick’ 

(16) estradão ‘rural and/or dirt road [estrada]’ 

(17) pontão ‘bridge [ponte] of smaller dimensions that crosses a stream’. 
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The diminutive constructions with -ão are confined to nouns and represent a 
small set of suffixed -ão products (in the proportion of about 10% [46] of the total 
number of augmentative nouns [403] in -ão collected by Rio-Torto, 1993). 

The suffix -inho is the most productive diminutive suffix. The object whose noun 
is modified by -inho is smaller than the correspondent denoted by the nominal base: 

(18) mesinha ‘little mesa [table]’.

(19) ruinha ‘little rua [street]’

(20) vozinha ‘voice [voz] less intense’

This suffix is often used to express mitigation, softening the reality (21), attitudinal 
empathy (22), subjective and interactive proximity/empathy (23), politeness (24).

(21) 

a.	 dorzinha ‘little pain [dor]’,

b.	 dois eurinhos ‘(lit.) two few/mere euros’, ‘two euros considered a 
small but much appreciated quantity of money’

c.	 um minutinho ‘a quick minute, a minute represented as a small 
lapse of time’

(22) doentinho ‘dear sick [doente] being’

(23) 

a.	 mãezinha ‘dear mother [mãe]’

b.	 priminho ‘dear cousin [primo]’

(24) licencinha ‘with your kind permission [licensa]’.

But -inho has also an intensifier/superlative and even ‘absolutive’ (‘absolutely x’) 
meaning, as illustrated by the following adverbial ((25-26)), pronominal ((27-29)) 
and adjectival ((30)) data: 

(25) cedinho ‘very early [cedo]’

(26) pertinho ‘very close [perto]’

(27) nadinha ‘absolutely nothing [nada]’

(28) tudinho ‘absolutely everything [tudo]’



Revista LaborHistórico | v.11, n.2, e65951, 2025 13

Rio-Torto |  A comprehensive approach to evaluative suffixes.

(29) euzinho ‘exclusively/exactely myself [eu]’

(30) pequenininho ‘very small [pequenino]’

The diminution of a base that denotes something (represented as) ‘small/few’ 
(cedo/perto ‘close in time/space’) intensifies the expression of smallness, and takes 
an intensifying or superlative meaning (25)-(29). A similar meaning is present in 
words that denote ‘exactly now’ (agora ‘now’ vs. agorinha ‘exactly now’). Precision/
exactness is also expressed by an adjective such as igualzinho [the same-DIM] ‘exactly 
the same’. The intensifier/superlative and ‘absolutive’ meanings are mainly confined 
to specific grammatical classes, such as adverbs and pronouns, which represent a 
minority slice (about 3.5%) of the global set of nominal words suffixed with -inho 
(Rio-Torto, 1993), and some adjectives. The intensifying value of -inho codifies a 
reduction of speaker’s affective distance in relation to the evaluated and so inflects 
the earliest diminutive value of the suffix. 

When a diminutive is attached to anthroponyms/given names of human beings, 
the reading is hypocoristic (Luis+inha/Luis+ita ‘Louise-DIM’).

As mentionned (section 2.1.), and according to Jurafsky (1996, p. 534), besides 
affection and contempt the diminutive can also display the following six meanings/
functions: (i) individuating or partitive; (ii) denotation of a small object which 
resembles some larger object; (iii) approximation; (iv) marker of socially marginalized 
women; (v) marker of female gender; (vi) pragmatic hedges. This set of meanings 
and functions is not unlimited. Nevertheless, this framework does not explain how 
contradictory meanings can coexist.

There are no empirical evidences that in Portuguese ‘partitive’ and ‘explicative’ 
meanings must be taken as regular and representative extended meanings of dim-
inution (cf. (3)-(10). From the noun chocolate (with mass and count readings) the 
diminutive and count noun chocolatinho does not denote a partitive shade of choc-
olate, but a ‘small and/or tasty chocolate’. 

In Portuguese there is no morphological relationship between suffixal diminution 
and grammatical gender. Portuguese language does not codify metaphors «which 
mark women as marginal members or society or as socially or physically weak» 
(Jurafsky, 1996, p. 427). Approximation (‘roughly a x’) and partitive meaning are 
typically codified by specific affixes, different from diminutives. For the arguments 
adduced against the interpretation of ‘small-type’ as specific class of diminutives, se 
also the previous section.

According to Jurafsky (1993, p. 431), "The use of the diminutive to indicate a 
pragmatic hedge, softening or weakening the illocutionary force of the utterance, 
occurs in Japanese […], Cantonese […] and Greek […]. In these cases, the diminutive 
is used in asking for permission, for softening a command or a refusal, or merely to 
mark friendly or close relations among interlocutors.". The same situation occurs 
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also in Portuguese, spoken in Brazil or in Portugal. A discoursive-pragmatic value 
is often associated to the systemic values. The derivatives with -inho can serve to 
establish or accentuate affective and intersubjective closeness (31) and/or courtesy/
politeness (32)-(35). 

(31) avozinha ‘dear grand-mother [avó]’, 

(32) adeusinho ‘adeus [goodby] with good wishes’, 

(33) até loguinho ‘até logo [see you later/soon: lit. until latter/soon] + affection’, 

(34) obrigadinho ‘obrigado [thank you] with fondness, tenderness’

(35) um cafezinho ‘a small black coffee [café]’, used to codify with politeness 
an intersubjective empathy (to be eventually developed during the coffee 
drinking)

The are some dissimilarities between the way how evaluative suffixes work in 
Portuguese and in Spanish. In Spanish, and as stated by Fortin (2011) arrocito ‘rice 
DIM’, airecito (air DIM) and any non-nominal root carry only expressive meanings; 
by consequence, the descriptive meanings of evaluative affixes are only available with 
count nouns. Portuguese data reveal a largest universe of possibilities. Indeed, Pt. 
arrozito ‘rice-DIM’ can denote ‘a small quantity of rice’ or ‘a low-quality rice’, with 
no ‘expressive’ meaning of depreciation or appreciation. Arroz remains a [-count] 
noun. The same occurs with arzinho ‘low intensity air’: ar ‘air’ and arzinho are mass 
nouns. A portuguese protest song Vamos brincar à caridadezinha ‘let’s play the [lit.] 
«soft charity»’ contains an abstract noun, caridade charity’, modified by the dimin-
utive -zinh-, and the derived word means ‘low/poor quality of charity, false charity’. 
Many other examples of Portuguese abstract and mass nouns could be summoned 
(saudadezinha ‘feeling of missing-DIM’, chuvita ‘rain-DIM’, ventinho ‘wind-DIM’) 
in order to demonstrate that descriptive meanings of evaluative affixes are available 
with other nominal classes than count nouns, namely with mass and abstract nouns.	

In opposition to Fortin (2011), we claim that the evaluative suffixes do not change 
the ontological/semantic class of the base. The entity denoted by the derived word is 
a manifestation of the entity denoted by the base. In all the situations (36-42), the 
derived denotes a manifestation/a token of what de base expresses. When one says 
“Ele gosta de arroz [He likes rice]” or “Ele gosta de arrozinho [He likes arrozinho]”, 
de diminutive arrozinho [arroz-DIM inho] remains a mass noun; only the presence 
of a determinant transforms the massive reading into a count one: um arroz(inho) 
seco ‘a dry [and tasty] rice’.

(36) Diminution (pintor-zito ‘small/young painter’)

(37) Appreciation: rapaz-ito ‘boy’ + affection/endearment
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(38) Hypocorism: Isabel-ita Violeta-DIM ‘Isabel’ + affection/endearment

(39) Attenuation: agor-inha now-DIM ‘soon, in a little while’

(40) Intensification: agor-inha now-DIM ‘immediately, right now’

(41) Exactness: igual-zinho the same-DIM ‘exactly the same’

(42) Deprecation: mujer-zinha (‘woman’ + contempt)

4. Expressive, attitudinal and emotional values of 
diminutive and augmentative

Diminutive and augmentative suffixes codify not only denotative/descriptive 
meanings but also expressive, emotional and attitudinal values. However, the scope 
on expressive, emotional, attitudinal values fells much more on diminutives than 
on augmentatives in the specialized litterature. 

The relational networking between expressive, emotional and attitudinal values, 
namely appreciation/depreciation/deprecation and diminution/augmentation carried 
by diminutive and augmentative suffixes, is marked by multivariability, requiring an 
approach that takes account of the various ambivalences involved. 

First of all, the diminutives have been more studied than the augmentatives, due 
to some contingencies and also to some myths.

The diminutive function "is among the grammatical primitives which seem to 
occur universally or near universally" (Jurafsky, 1996, p. 534). Although less rep-
resented in the world’s languages, augmentatives play a very parallel role to that of 
diminutives. The data available and extracted from cross-linguistic search show that 
(i) diminutives are more widespread than augmentatives, and (ii) a language which 
has augmentatives has also diminutives, but not vice versa. As Pakendorf 2017, p. 
124 notes, "in a cross-linguistic sample of 132 languages, 36% have both diminutives 
and augmentatives, 22% can only form diminutives, but only ∼5 % (six languages) 
can form augmentatives but not diminutives".

Diminutives seem occur more frequently than augmentatives, namely in spon-
taneous and informal speech. Pakendorf (2017, p. 155-156) considers that "The 
higher frequency of diminutives than augmentatives in discourse is due to the 
higher frequency of nominal diminutives". Cumulatively, in the data she studied, 
from Lamunkhin Even, a dialect of the Siberian Northern Tungusic, (i) there are 
more diminutive suffixes than augmentatives, (ii) the diminutive affixes attach to 
a wider variety of bases and (iii) have denotational as well as expressive meanings, 
whereas the augmentatives have only expressive semantic. This is not the case in 
other languages, namely in Portuguese, as we will see. In this polycentric Romance 
Language, fifth among world languages considering the number of native speakers, 
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expressive, emotional and pragmatic meanings are not restricted to a specific class 
of evaluative suffixes, being attached to diminutives and augmentatives. 

Ponsonnet (2018), inventoried the emotional meanings found in a sample of 
nineteen languages for diminutives, and nine languages plus a few additional regional 
studies for augmentatives. The results are the following: 

Diminutives and augmentatives do not contrast sharply with 
respect to emotional valence (positive or negative), but while 
diminutives are anchored in intimacy, the emotions conveyed 
by augmentatives more often relate to broader social contexts» 
(Ponsonnet, 2018, p. 17).

The main positive and negative emotions expressed by diminutives and augmen-
tatives across languages and continents are mapped in the following table.

Table 1. Positive and negative emotions expressed by diminutives and augmenta-
tives: a preliminary approach

Emotional Values Diminutives Augmentatives

Positive emotions 

Compassion
Admiration, respect
Love, Emotional coloring
Comfort and control in 
personal routines

Endearment and compassion
Admiration for high social status, 
respect

Negative emotions 
Disapproval, contempt 
Danger, threat and fear 

Contempt and repulsion with 
respect to excess

Source: Ponsonnet, 2018.

Table 1. shows that some positive and some negative emotions are transversal 
to diminutives and augmentatives. Globally, the emotional values of augmentatives 
are less diverse, but include positive and negative emotions. Only a broader search 
over a larger set of languages can confirm or infirm the ‘intimacy background’ of 
diminutives and the alleged relation with social contexts marking the augmenta-
tives. The data available attest the use of both diminutives and augmentatives for 
the expression of strong intimacy, and attest also the relevance of social as well as 
individual value’s patterns and scales used to evaluate the being or the situation 
encoded by evaluatives.

The assumption of Bakema and Geeraerts (2004, p. 1049), that "Appreciative 
uses are more characteristic for diminutives than depreciative readings, while augmen-
tatives have the inverse hierarchy"lacks a cross-linguistic empirical demonstration.

Diminutives, as well as augmentatives, are used as promoters/triggers of emotional 
involvement. These emotional/attitudinal values can have a positive or a negative 
orientation.
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The relation between (i) degree (intensity, presence) of  X (feature denoted by the 
base) and (ii) (positive/negative) orientation of the emotions or attitudinal feelings 
expressed is not linear because diminutive and augmentative suffixes can both express 
appreciative or depreciative values; simultaneously, some evaluatives are much more 
used as emotional/attitudinal markers than as operators of objective diminution/
attenuation or augmentation/intensification.

Many scholars advocate a clear-cut separation between the denotative and the 
expressive meaning of evaluative suffixes. In Spanish, and following Fortin (2011, p. 
138-140), Diminution (SIZE/AGE) pintor-cito painter-DIM ‘small/young painter’ 
and Augmentation (SIZE) novela ‘novel’ → novelón novel-AUGM ‘big novel’ are the 
most prototypical categories of denotative diminishing and intensifying. The main 
classes of expressive uses of Spain diminutive and augmentative suffixes proposed 
by Fortin 2011 are displayed in the next Table.

Table 2. Main classes of expressive uses of Spain diminutive and augmentative 
suffixes

Data
Expressive uses

Expressive uses of Spanish
diminutive suffixes: data

Expressive uses of Spanish 
augmentative suffixes: data

Deprecation mujer-cita ‘woman’ + affection / 
endearment

mujer-ona 
‘large, ungainly woman’

Appreciation niñ-ito ‘boy’ + affection / endearment arbol-azo ‘huge tree’ + 
admiration

Hypocorism Violet-ita ‘Violeta’ + affection / 
endearment

Miguel-ón ‘Miguel’ + 
endearment

Intensification ahor-ita ‘immediately, right now’ gord-ote ‘extremely fat’

Exactness igual-ito the.same-DIM ‘exactly the 
same’ -

Attenuation ahor-ita now-DIM ‘soon, in a little 
while’ (Caribbean Spanish) trist-ón ‘a bit sad’

Approximation
mal-ito bad-DIM ‘kind-of bad’
floj-illo ‘kind of lazy, lazy-ish’

parecid-ón ‘sort of alike’

Source: Fortin, 2011.

In this description (Fortin, 2011), the boundaries and the interaction between 
denotative and expressive meanings are not clear, some of the degrees/types of eval-
uation are not consensual. The lack of internal relationships between the readings 
was preventable. The same construction (cf. ahor-ita) has contradictory meanings.

In Table 2. intensification and Attenuation are at the same level than other 
‘expressive’ meanings. However, Intensification and Attenuation not necessarily 
expressive manifestations of augmentation or diminishing, but expressions of ‘Less/
More than x’ or ‘Minor/Major than x’ that can occur without any expressive meaning. 
Hypocorism and exactness are marked by expressivity.
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In Table 2, Approximation is seen, as in Grandi and Körtvélyessy (2015), as one 
of the semantic degres of evaluative morphology. Nevertheless, Approximation has 
a specific place in derivational morphology. Indeed, ‘x approximates y’ is not in the 
same plan than ‘x is smaller than y’/‘smaller than the prototypical exemplar y on 
the scale z’ (Hüning; Schlücker, 2023). The affixes associated to approximation are 
the prefixes semi-/meio- ‘half ’, quase- ‘almost’, and the suffixes -áceo and -óide. In 
Portuguese, mau-zito bad-DIM is not equivalent to ‘kind-of bad’, but expresses ‘not 
absolutely X, less than completely X’, ‘a little X’, ‘low on the scale of X’.

When diminution/augmentation and/or appreciation/depreciation are concerned, 
all these four possible meanings are available to be used by suffixal evaluatives. 
That’s probably why Fortin and Rainer (p. 444) argue "that, while the semantic 
component of Romance evaluative affix conforms to general grammatical principles, 
the affective and expressive component is sui generis, and that this accounts for its 
apparent anomalousness". Nevertheless, there is no anoumalouness. Along the his-
tory, some objective and/or subjective suffixal meanings prevailed over the others. 
There are descriptive and/or prototypical emotional meanings associated to some 
suffixes. Subjective/expressive/emotive/ attitudinal meanings became embedded in 
the semantics of the evaluative: -astro has a deprecative meaning; the reading of the 
derived word is always negative/depreciative (poetastro ‘mau poeta’ [bad poet]); -ucho 
is mainly used as an expressive operator (baratucho ‘cheap [barato]’, gorducho ‘fat 
[gordo]’), being available for the expression of endearment and of contempt. The 
same suffix forms hypocoristics, such as Anucha [Ana-DIM], Guiducha [Guida-DIM]. 
Denotation and expressive/emotive meanings are not dichotomic, since they can 
coexist in the same evaluative operator. Objective and subjective suffixal evaluation 
are two modalities of the same procedure. The degree of historical and/or pragmatic 
salience of each semantic dimension defines the DNA of each suffix.

5. A Portuguese grounded proposal of evaluative 
suffixation

In this section we present a comprehensive proposal of evaluative suffixation 
based on Portuguese Language. The dimensions governing diminutive and augmen-
tative portuguese suffixal evaluation and their properties enrich the spectrum of the 
functioning of evaluative suffixes in natural languages.

Diminutive and augmentative are not disjunct categories, but polar categories 
of a scalar axe that contains several degrees of evaluation. Although about a quarter 
of the languages do not have augmentatives, the contrastive duality between dim-
inution and augmentation does not lose its ontological relevance. Some languages 
do not codify augmentation or diminution with affixes, being defective regarding 
one of these formal markers. For instance, in Malay/Indonesian, the antonymic 
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pair ibu ‘mother’ and anak ‘child’ function as a kind of augmentative/diminutive 
opposition: ibu (+x) ‘big’ vs. anak (+x) ‘little’ (Matisoff, 1992, p. 301). As previously 
mentioned, the Portuguese language has a rich and diverse evaluative affixal system, 
which comprises suffixes and prefixes, as well as augmentatives and diminutives.

In Portuguese, the semantics of evaluative suffixes is anchored in several axes, 
whose polarities are filled by:

•	 Less than / More than 

•	 Diminution / Augmentation

•	 Attenuation / Intensification

•	 Appreciation, affection, endearment, empathy / Depreciation, contempt, 
antipathy 

Each of these axes is scalar. The same suffix can often convey both polar meanings 
of the same axe (v.g. intensification and attenuation) and can also convey meanings of 
more than one single axe. The following Figure presents the different major clusters 
of meanings by which the evaluation, seen as a metacategory, is manifested.

Figure 2. Suffixal evaluation: global structure of meaning’s manifestations

In this structure, “evaluation” is as a cover category for the complex functional 
domain associated with all the axes and values proposed. Evaluation gives cohesion 
to the multiple objective or subjective meanings that fit into the category.



Revista LaborHistórico | v.11, n.2, e65951, 2025 20

Rio-Torto |  A comprehensive approach to evaluative suffixes.

Typically, the diminutive acts as a quantifier like ‘little’ or ‘few’, but also, in 
specific conditions, like ‘very’. The augmentative acts as a quantifier like ‘very’ 
and, in a few cases, as a quantifier denoting ‘little’. The duality of the same suffixal 
form, traduced by its ability to express both diminution and augmentation, is well 
attested in the evaluative Portuguese system. The prominence of some meanings, 
such as diminution/attenuation of -inh- and augmentation/in- tensification of -ão, 
does not exclude the possibility of each suffix convey both polar meanings, objective 
(whether intensification or attenuation) or subjective (appreciative/depreciative) 
ones. The comprehensive approach of diminutives/augmentatives and of all their 
possible meanings/functions, leads us to draw Figure 2, with the global structure 
of meaning’s manifestations of suffixal evaluation. Diminution/Augmentation and 
Attenuation/Intensification are scalar manifestations that intersect with the con-
ceptual dimensions “Less than/More than”, “better than, appreciation, empathy/
worse than, depreciation, antipathy”. And both bidirectional archetypes or mental 
schemes — LESS is BETTER/LESS is WORSE (less as good/bad value) and MORE 
is BETTER/MORE IS WORSE (more has good/bad value) — can emerge from 
the same formal suffixed word. A music-DIM (musiquinha), litteraly a small music, 
a light music, can be perceived as something good/pleasant (43a.) or bad/unpleasant 
(43b.). The same occurs with homenzinho (44), ricaço ((45)) or with ventinho (46).

(43) 

a.	 A banda […] começa com uma tranquila musiquinha ambiente 
(CETENFolha: par=Especial--94a-2): The band [...] begins with 
a quiet ambient song.

b.	 Outro […] compôs uma musiquinha com uma aliteração de mau 
gosto. (CETENFolha: par=Ilustrada--94b-2): Another [...] composed 
a little song with a tasteless alliteration.

Appreciation (affection, endearment, empathy) and Depreciation (contempt, 
antipathy) are manifestations of (inter)subjective proximity or distance, of reduction/
amplification of subjective distance, in brief, of empathy or antipathy. They are not 
‘additional but essential meanings triggered by the suffix.

The same diminutive/augmentative suffix is used as expression of endearment/
affection (44a, 45, 46.a) or disdain/aversion (44 b-d, 45, 46 b): 

(44)  homem ‘man/guy’ → homenzinho ‘dear poor man/guy’ or ‘contemptible 
little man/guy’
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a.	 "você estava mesmo ao pé de mim, meu homenzinho querido, 
cheio de […] ternura, […] e eu estava perdida de amor por si e de 
felicidade" (CETEMpublico: par=ext1373701-nd-91b-1]: you were 
right next to me, my dear little man, full of tenderness, [...] and I 
was lost in love for you and in happiness.

b.	 "Que o Pai Natal costuma entrar pela chaminé, qualquer criança de 
4 anos sabe — embora fique sempre por explicar como é que um 
homenzinho tão gordo cabe pela estreita abertura" (CETEMPublico 
par=ext890634-soc-93a-1): That Santa Claus usually enters through 
the chimney, any 4-year-old child knows — although it is always 
unexplained how such a fat little man fits through the narrow 
opening.

c.	 "homenzinho ridículo com a cabeça em forma de ovo" 
(CETEMPublico par=ext352487-pol-92b-1): ridiculous little man 
with an egg-shaped head

d.	 "homenzinho orelhudo de braços no ar" (CETEMPublico 
par=ext336668-clt-94a-2): little eared man with arms in the air

(45) rico ‘rich’ → ricaço ‘very rich: a deplorable or an honorable one’ 

a.	 CETEMPúblico: par=ext524013-pol-95b-2: Disseram depois que 
ele era um criminoso, que era um ricaço, que era da máfia […]: 
They later said that he was a criminal, that he was a rich man, that 
he was from the mafia [...].

b.	 CETEMPúblico: par=ext340222-soc-96a-2: Foi arrematado por 
um ricaço […] que, honra lhe seja feita, disse que não ia fazer 
negócio com o que licitara:  It was won by a rich man [...] who, 
to his credit, said that he was not going to do business with what 
he had bid.

(46) vento ‘wind’ → ventinho ‘wind little intense and pleasant’ or ‘wind very 
intense and unpleasant’

a.	 "o ventinho gélido que soprou ao princípio da noite" (CETEMPublico: 
par=ext527381-soc-92a-1): the frigid wind that blew in the early 
evening
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b.	 "Uma tarde linda, uma luz linda, um sol lindo, um ventinho 
agradável" (CETEMPublico: par=ext1529124-nd-95b-2): A 
beautiful afternoon, a beautiful light, a beautiful sun, a pleasant wind

Antagonistic (objective and/or subjective) meanings carried by the same suffixed 
word can be explained by the polar axes conceptualized. Each axe is a guarantee of 
the virtually possible coexistence of opposite meanings; simultaneously, the prom-
inence of one of them is historically and usage stablished/restricted. The meaning’s 
diffusivity is solved by functional/semantic salience diachronically conventionalized. 

This approach differs from those that are not inclusive of all the clusters of 
meanings carried by Portuguese diminutives and augmentatives and/or do not 
consider informational and pragmatic meanings as definitory of evaluative suffixes. 
The proposed framework provides the means to create multiple and flexible inter-
pretations of evaluative data and the ability to preserve conventional meaning’s 
hierarchies. The impairment between form and meaning/function is solved by the 
assumption of the metacategory EVALUATION and the way it interacts with its 
subcategories. This comprehensive approach embraces the denotative as well as the 
emotive/expressive/attitudinal meanings of the evaluative suffixes, since all of them 
identify the semantic value of each suffix. In this derivational domain pragmatic and 
attitudinal values merge into the typical usage meanings of the suffixes, being often 
their mainly dominant/prominent meanings. As the speaker’s linguistic knowledge is 
anchored on language uses, the effective values of each construction are inseparable 
from language users’ experiences. The pragmatic meaning is always present when 
an evaluative suffix is used, while the denotational meaning is often hidden 6. The 
emotive/expressive/attitudinal meanings of the evaluative suffixes are, then, a central 
part of their structural identity, and not erratic, additional or ‘peripheric’ dimensions. 

Historically appreciation/depreciation and the pragmatic values of contempt, 
antipathy, affection, endearment, empathy are not previous to denotative diminu-
tion/augmentation. But since emotive/expressive/attitudinal meaning became part 
of the structural definition of the operator, it is no longer possible to ignore such a 
reality at the core of suffixal semantics.

The structured system of Portuguese evaluative suffixes is not founded on system-
atic and symmetric pairs of diminutives and augmentatives (as prefixes hipo/hiper, 
sub/super), but on diminutive/augmentative clusters with non-categorical boundaries, 
and with some syncretic evaluatives regarding attenuation, intensification and/or 
appreciation/depreciation. 

6	 This bleaching does not suppress the history of the meanings of each suffix, and their relative 
(and variable) prevalence. In different synchronic stages of the language the semantic prom-
inences change.
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Each suffix typically differs in prominence of some of these meanings, in accor-
dance with their historical path in Portuguese.

In its historical origin, -ĪNUS, the latin source of the Portuguese diminutive -inho 
(corresponding to Italian/Spanish -ino), is a relational adjectival morpheme, also once 
used to construct names of young children. The diminutive meaning overlapped 
with the onomastic or hypocoristic one. In Portuguese, the suffix -ino remains with 
adjectival denominal function (ambarino ‘ambarine’, amigdalino ‘tonsillin’, natalino 
‘related with Christmas [Natal]’), but has no diminutive functions. The suffix -ino 
is a relational adjectival operator, not an evaluative.

Nowadays, the diminutive/attenuative meaning is the most salient, but the 
intensifier function is also available under specific conditions (section 3.). The 
intensifying or even ‘superlative’ meaning (‘very/absolutely x’) of derived words with 
-inho occurs in two situations: (i) the diminution of a base that denotes something 
small may intensify the expression of smallness, and may take an augmentative/
superlative meaning; (ii) the diminution of a base that names something perceived 
as ‘small’ or as ‘near, close to (time/space)’ leads to an intensifying semantic result. 
Appreciation or depreciation can be present in both cases.

The -ŌNE suffix originally had an individualizing function, indicating some-
one with a striking quality. From this individualizing function, both diminutive 
and augmentative meanings are derived in later stages. In French the diminutive 
reading is dominant, in Italian -one has an augmentative meaning. Currently, the 
augmentative/intensifier meaning is the prevalent, and the diminutive is confined 
to a finite set of derived nouns. Depreciative and appreciative meanings can also 
co-occur with the denotative information carried by the derived words.

The central meaning of -alho is not easy to establish, probably due to the coexis-
tence of different semantic values, such as augmentative (ramalho ‘large/big branch 
[ramo]’), depreciative (gentalha ‘riffraff’, ‘people [gente] with a bad reputation’), 
diminutive (porcalho ‘small pig [porco]’). Historical reasons are invoked, namely 
the convergence of depreciative -ĀCŬLU- and collective -ĀLĬA into -alho (Cunha, 
1997, p. 31). The noun parentalha ‘relatives of all degrees, which are part of a person’s 
set of family ties’ illustrates the coexistance a collective and a depreciative meaning. 
However, nowadays the suffix is mainly used as depreciative. The contrast between 
gritar ‘to cry’ and gritalhar ‘to cry with intensive and unpleasant or disrespectful noise’, 
espertão ‘very smart [esperto]’ vs. espertalhão ‘very disrespectfully smart’, grandão ‘very 
bigg [grande]’ vs. grandalhão ‘very unpleasantly bigg’ attest the distinctive feature of 
depreciation carried by -alho.

The more represented/central meanings of the Portuguese suffixes -inho, -ão 
and -alho are a function of (i) the history and evolution of each suffix, and at the 
same time of the (ii) mapping of the values of these suffixes in the more general 
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set of evaluatives. These core meanings do not exclude other less central meanings, 
available and convoked by their context sensitivity. 

In opposition to other languages, Portuguese has no explicative class coexisting 
as equivalent with the diminutive. In Portuguese, prototypically the diminutives 
name a small exemplar of the base. Contrary to Duch synonymous peuk and peu-
kje ‘cigarette butt’, with explicative value (Bakema; Geeraerts 2004, p. 1048), in 
Portuguese, cigarro ‘cigarette’ and cigarrinho ‘tasty/pleasant and dear cigarro’ are not 
used as synonyms.

Some brief words about the class of approximation. In Portuguese or in Spanish, 
azulito ‘a little blue’ or vermelhito ‘low on the scale of redness’ express an attenuative 
meaning, rather than an approximative one (Hüning and SChlücker 2023): ‘x approx-
imates y’ is different from ‘x is less Y than the prototypical exemplar y’. Sometimes 
it is difficult to draw the boundaries between ‘less x’ and ‘almost/ approximately x’. 
An approximative meaning may include ‘lower than point x on scale y’, but entails 
a meaning of something that does not have the necessary and sufficient properties 
to approach comparatively the prototypical representant of the class. This is the 
reading of vermelhiço ‘reddish’, azuláceo ‘azulaceous’, ovalóide ‘ovaloid’, but not of 
the reading of vermelhito ‘low on the scale of redness’, azulito ‘a little blue’, ovalzito 
‘low on the scale of ovality’. 

Final words

The specificity of Portuguese evaluatives, understudied in interlinguistic 
approaches, provides a suitable contribution to the wide-ranging spectrum of eval-
uative suffixal functioning along the languages, enriching the scope and the versatility 
of the evaluative category. 

This study aims to map the semantic structure of evaluative Portuguese suffixes 
and explain the coexistence of antagonistic meanings (diminution/augmentation, 
appreciation/depreciation) within some operators, such as -inho, -ão, -alho. The 
comprehensive approach designed is anchored in a multidimensional framework of 
affixal evaluatives (Rio-Torto, 1993, 1997), where morphose- mantics, morphoprag-
matics, objective and subjective values are inter-embedded and functionally network. 
The present search accounts for how the one-to-many correspondence between form 
and meaning/function acts and how a cognitivist framework incorporates the (more 
central/more peripheral) dimensions of evaluation.

In this text evaluation is a central conceptual category whose manifestations are 
spread along several polar axes: ‘Diminution vs. Augmentation’, ‘Less than x’ vs. ‘More 
than x’, ‘Attenuation’ vs. ‘Intensification’, ‘Depreciation, contempt, antipathy’ vs. 
‘Appreciation, affection, endearment, empathy’. The same suffix can convey (i) both 
polar meanings/values of an axe and (ii) meanings/values of more than one single 
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axe. The axes form a networking cluster whose functional guidelines are grounded 
in semantic/pragmatic, literal or figurative procedures.

The prototypical meaning of each suffix corresponds to a degree of intensity 
(‘low/ high/very high on the scale of y’), denoting ‘x on scale y’. Diminutives and 
augmentatives make use of a standard point on a scale, being situated below and above 
this reference. Diminutives can also convey intensive meanings and augmentatives 
can also display diminutive ones. These possibilities are not the prototypical, but 
they exist. By consequence, these dualities are now perceived as systemic dichotomic 
manifestations of evaluative (affixal) category.

Simultaneously, the evaluative suffixes express subjective/expressive and positive 
or negative emotion/attitude regarding the denoted and/or the other speakers. As 
cognitive/usage-based models claim, the effective and pragmatic values of each con-
struction are inseparable from language users’ experiences. The pragmatic meaning 
is always present when an evaluative suffix is used, while the denotational meaning 
is often absent or hidden. The emotive/expressive/attitudinal meanings of the eval-
uative suffixes are, then, a central part of their structural identity, and not erratic 
and ‘peripheric’ dimensions.

In view of the above, polyvalence — objective or subjective/attitudinal — is an 
inherent feature of each evaluative suffix. Along the history some conventional (often 
inherited) meanings have been associated to each suffix: -inho.diminutive, -ão/-aço.
augmentative, -alho.depreciative. But indeed -inho functions also as intensifier, -ão 
as diminutive, -alho as augmentative and diminutive.

In Portuguese, evaluative suffixes are polysemic and may have contradictory 
meanings. The augmentative suffix -ão has also a residual diminutive usage. The 
intensifying or even ‘superlative’ meaning (‘very/absolutely x’) meanings of derived 
words with -inho occur in two situations: (i) the diminution of a base that denotes 
something small may intensify the expression of smallness, and then an augmentative/
superlative meaning emerges; (ii) the diminution of a base that denotes something 
perceived as ‘small’ or as ‘near, close to (time/space)’ leads to an intensifying semantic 
result. The suffix -alh- functions also as augmentative and diminutive.

In Portuguese there are no linguistic evidences of metaphorical (and morpholog-
ical) links between child and female class. The Portuguese diminutive suffixes do not 
express the female grammatical gender, neither the ‘small X’ they denote have any 
relationship with female beings or with socially marginalized women/human beings. 
Relatives with ‘lower’ status or more distance are not necessary object of dismissive 
or belittling feelings. ‘Child’ category mainly attracts affection and sympathy, but 
negative feelings are also available to connect with. Similarly, the ‘small’ category 
attracts not only contempt, but also sympathy and affection.

The global structure of evaluative mapped in this study describes, in a com-
prehensive way, the antagonistic possibilities of readings displayed by an evaluative 
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suffix. The overall structure of meaning’s manifestations (Figure 2.) overpasses the 
non-isomorphism/the impairment between form and meaning/function observed 
within Portuguese suffixal evaluatives. At the same time, this approach respects the 
semantic prominences of each evaluative suffix.

A further study would examine whether the specific mapping of Portuguese 
evaluative suffixes applies to other languages.
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