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In this paper a syntactic analysis of the Dutch diminutive form eentje 
‘one.dim’ is put forth. Within a syntactic approach to morphology, it is 
claimed that the form eentje results from movement operations to license an 
empty noun. On the basis of data from the Corpus Spoken Dutch 
(Netherlandic and Belgian Dutch data) on the combination of eentje and 
één ‘one’ with or without the quantitative pronoun er, it is argued that eentje 
does not result from nominalization, as could be suggested by the 
diminutive form in -tje. It is proposed that differences between 
Netherlandic Dutch and Belgian Dutch with respect to the omission of the 
quantitative pronoun er with één and eentje and higher numerals in the 
informal data point to a different analysis of een(tje) in these two varieties. 
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1. Introduction 

In Dutch, the diminutive form of the numeral een ‘one’ occurs in essentially two 
contexts: 

(1) in 
in 

 zijn 
his 

 een-tje 
one-dim 

‘on his own’ 

(2) Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 drie 
three 

 katten. 
cats 

 Een(-tje) 
one(-dim) 

 heeft 
has 

 gele 
yellow 

 ogen. 
eyes 

‘I have three cats. One has yellow eyes.’ 

In the construction illustrated in (1), all possessive adjectives and several low 
numerals can occur, depending on the preposition. In the spirit of Kayne (2003), 
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Corver and Kranendonk (2008) analyze the diminutive suffix as attaching to the 
silent noun persoon ‘person’: in zijn een persoon-tje ‘on his one person-dim’. 

In (2), eentje refers to ‘cats’ in the preceding sentence and the construction 
could therefore be analyzed as a nominal ellipsis construction. Corver and 
Tatsumi (2021) state that in this construction een ‘one’ is the only numeral that 
permits attachment of the diminutive suffix: 

(3) *Tweetjes 
two-dim.pl 

 hebben 
have 

 gele 
yellow 

 ogen 
eyes 

Corver and Tatsumi also observe that the diminutive form eentje is only possible 
if there is no noun (4), but not if there is an overt noun (5): 

(4) (Een 
a 

 leeuw?) 
lion 

 Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 *(er) 
wk.part. 

 gisteren 
yesterday 

 een(-tje) 
one(-dim) 

 gezien 
seen 

‘(A lion?) I saw one yesterday.’ 

(5) Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 gisteren 
yesterday 

 een(*-tje) 
one-dim 

 leeuw 
lion 

 gezien. 
seen 

‘I saw one lion yesterday.’ 

Corver and Tatsumi show that if eentje occurs in object position, it is supported 
by the weak partitive pronoun er, also called a quantitative pronoun. Een(tje) can 
be used “independently” (i.e. without er) in subject position, as in (2), but not in 
object position. As (4) and (5) show, the non-diminutive form of the numeral een 
can be used without a noun, but it can also be used in combination with an overt 
noun. 

The suffix -tje essentially attaches to just nouns in a productive way:1

(6) tafeltje 
table.dim 
‘small table’ 

Corver and Tatsumi assume that the diminutive suffix -tje is a functional head 
taking an NP complement (Borer 2005; De Belder 2011), which can be subsituted 
by quantitative er, as in (4). Crucially, even if er is not used, as in (2), the construc
tion is still an ellipsis construction, with a referent of the non-overt noun often 
present in the linguistic context.2 An analysis for (2) and (4) in terms of the silent 

1. For cases in which the diminutive suffix attaches to other categories than nouns, see 
Algemene Nederlandse Spraakkunst ‘Dutch Reference Grammar’ (Colleman et al. 2021), section 
12.4.2.2.3.5. In all cases nouns are formed, such as blondje ‘blond.dim. person’, bedankje 
‘thank.dim.’ (‘small token of appreciation’), toetje ‘after.dim.’ (‘dessert’). 
2. One of the reviewers observes that the claim that eentje in (2) involves an ellipsis construc
tion is too strong if ellipsis is interpreted as the non-pronunciation of part of the noun phrase, 
given the ungrammaticality of eentje kat in a context such as (2) or eentje leeuw in (4). In 
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noun person, as proposed by Corver & Kranendonk (2008) for in zijn eentje in 
(1) can therefore not be motivated. 

The data presented so far lead to the following research questions: 

1. If the diminutive suffix in Dutch is essentially a nominal suffix, why can it be 
used with the numeral een? 

2. Why can eentje only be used in an ellipsis construction, as in (4), but not with 
an overt noun, as in (5)? 

3. If the diminutive suffix in Dutch is essentially a nominal suffix, could it be the 
case that there are speakers who analyze eentje as a nominalization, leading to 
the omission of er if eentje is in object position? 

This paper consists of two parts. In the first part, Section 2, a syntactic analysis 
of eentje in standard Dutch is proposed, aiming at answering research questions 
1 and 2. In the second part, the results of a corpus research are presented. It was 
investigated in the Corpus of Spoken Dutch (version 2.0.3, 2014, Dutch Language 
Institute) if, in informal and regional standard Dutch spoken in the Netherlands 
and in Belgium, er is omitted in combination with eentje in object position by cer
tain speakers (Section 3), which could point to the conclusion that eentje may be 
analyzed as a nominalization, at least in informal and possibly regionally spoken 
Dutch. In Section 4, the omission of er with ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’ in informal 
Dutch is investigated and in Section 5 a theoretical analysis of the results in infor
mal Dutch is presented. The paper ends with a conclusion in Section 6. 

2. A syntactic analysis of eentje in standard Dutch 

Before presenting my syntactic analysis of the numeral eentje, the diminutive form 
of the Dutch numeral één ‘one’, I start with some preliminary assumptions. 

I take the empty noun in the construction without er in (2) to be the non-
pronounced variant of the quantitative pronoun er. Following Kranendonk 
(2010), I assume that the quantitative pronoun er in (4) is merged into the position 
of NP inside the QP and is moved to a position close to the verb. I assume further
more, following Lobeck (1995), Sleeman (1996) and others that the null pronoun 
and er are licensed by a partitive feature on the numeral.3

Section 2, I will, however, argue that the non-pronunciation concerns the quantitative pronoun 
and not a noun. 
3. One of the reviewers wonders why the empty variant would only be possible in subject posi
tion, but not in object position. Sleeman (2003) proposes a pragmatic account for the same 
type of distinction in French, namely between the partitive pronoun en and its empty variant, 
which could also be adopted for standard Dutch. The use of the overt form of the anaphoric 
pronoun is required in object position, which is a focus position, to establish an anaphoric rela
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For the suffix -tje, De Belder (2011) argues that it is spelled-out in the func
tional projection SizeP, dominating NP (see also Borer 2005). Just like De Belder 
and Borer, I assume that word formation takes place in the syntactic component 
of the grammar. Crucially, in De Belder’s analysis, the diminutive suffix attaches 
to overt nouns. In the cases of eentje as in (2) and (4), however, there is no overt 
noun. This suggests that the diminutive suffix does not attach to the noun, but 
to the numeral. With these preliminary assumptions in mind, I present now my 
analysis of the diminutive form eentje, as in (2) and (4), inspired by Cinque’s 
(2010) analysis of adjective placement in Romance. 

Since the elliptical NP and er are dominated by SizeP, licensing of the elliptical 
NP and er by the partitive feature on the numeral een in (7) is blocked by the 
intervening SizeP. 

(7) [QP een [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]]] 

To be licensed, the NP, pied-piping the SizeP, moves in Syntax to an undetermined 
functional projection dominating the numeral, as shown in (8): 

(8) [FP [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]] [F0 F [QP een [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]]]]] 

Subsequently remnant movement moves QP to the Spec of SizeP (9):4

(9) [FP [SizeP [QP een [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]]] -tje [NP Ø / ER ]] [F0 F [QP een …]]] 

tion with its referent, but in subject position its movement to a position close to the verb is 
blocked for syntactic reasons (Cornips & Sleeman 2024). Sleeman (2003) argues that the empty 
variant only occurs in topics, such as subjects, enabling the anaphoric relation with its referent. 
In Section 4, it will be suggested, however, that in colloquial Dutch er in object position may be 
left out for reasons of economy of pronunciation. 
4. One of the reviewers observes that the remnant movement in (9) is movement to the spec
ifier position of a specifier. This type of movement is not allowed, because the remnant cannot 
c-command its deleted lower copy. Therefore, it is generally assumed that the remnant moves 
to the specifier of a higher functional projection, as in (i): 

(i) [ZP [QP een [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]]] [Z0 Z [FP [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]] [F0 F [QP een 
…]]]] 

This configuration would, however, not essentially differ from (7), with the suffix blocking 
the licensing of the (null) pronoun by the numeral. Since -tje is a suffix, a Spec-Head con
figuration seems to be more appropriate, enabling phonological attachment at PF. I adopt 
Kayne’s (1994: 23–24) definition of c-command, in which specifiers, being left-adjoined, can 
c-command whatever node their dominating node c-commands. Since -tje is a suffix, left-
adjunction of een could be defended. 

The diminutive form eentje 433



Being in a Spec-Head configuration now, the diminutive numeral eentje in SizeP 
can license the null pronoun and er. In a next phase er moves to a position close 
to the verb (Kranendonk 2010), as in (10):5

(10) ER … [FP [SizeP [QP een [SizeP -tje [NP Ø / ER ]]] -tje [NP Ø / ER ]] [F0 F [QP een 
…]]] 

Movement in Syntax and not postsyntactically accounts for the fact that the noun 
phrase in (2) (Eentje heeft gele ogen) is interpreted as (11a) and not as (11b): 

(11) a. one.dim cat 
b. one cat.dim 

A postsyntactic analysis of nominal ellipsis has, a.o., been proposed by 
Ghaniabadi (2010) for Persian, within a Distributed Morphology approach (Halle 
& Marantz 1993; Marantz 1997). In nominal ellipsis in Persian, the plural marker 
does not show up on the non-overt noun, but on the postnominal or prenominal 
adjective. This is illustrated for the prenominal adjective by (12). Within a Dis
tributed Morphology approach, Ghaniabadi proposes that the displacement of 
the plural marker in the Empty Noun Construction is motivated by the non-
pronunciation of the head noun and is handled early in the PF derivation by a 
Local Dislocation operation (Embick & Noyer 2001). The displacement therefore 
occurs postsyntactically. Since displacement takes place postsyntactically, plural is 
interpreted on the empty noun and not on the adjective. Similar analyses of nom
inal ellipsis in Hungarian and German have been proposed by Saab and Liptàk 
(2016) and Murphy (2018), respectively. 

(12) 

Although at first sight such a displacement analysis seems to be appropriate for 
-tje as well, moving the stranded suffix from its position above NP and adjoining it 
to the numeral een, the interpretation of elliptical noun phrases licensed by eentje 
suggests that the displacement of the diminutive suffix does not take place post

5. One of the reviewers observes that er-extraction in the configuration in (10) involves move
ment out of a displaced constituent, which should be blocked because of Wexler and Culicover’s 
(1980) Freezing Constraint. The reviewer acknowledges that this is a more general puzzle for 
remnant movement analyses of word order. 
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syntactically. In (2) and (4) the antecedent does not necessarily have to be small. 
This means that the noun phrase in (4) is interpreted as (11a) and not as (11b). 

The interpretation (11a) is supported by (13). In (13) the antecedent refers to 
big animals. The use of eentje is perfectly fine in this context. It still refers to a 
big elephant and not to a small one. Furthermore, the combination of the adverb 
maar ‘only’ with eentje underlines the small amount interpretation of een, een 
occurring at the bottom end of a numerical scale. 

(13) Gisteren 
yesterday 

 heb 
have 

 ik 
I 

 drie 
three 

 grote 
big 

 olifanten 
elephants 

 gezien. 
seen 

 Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 er 
wk.part. 

 maar 
only 

 eentje 
one-dim 

gefilmd. 
filmed 
‘Yesterday I saw three big elephants. I filmed just one of them.’ 

If the diminutive suffix were displaced postsyntactically, it would still be in its 
position within SizeP dominating NP in Syntax, which would lead to the inter
pretation (11b). However, (4) cannot have the interpretation in (11b), which sug
gests that postsyntactic movement does not take place. This raises the question 
how (11b) is expressed in Dutch. 

The diminutive reading of the elliptical noun has to be expressed by an adjec
tive with a diminutive interpretation, such as klein ‘small’, as in (14). The small 
size interpretation can be reinforced by the diminutive suffix -tje, as (15) shows.6

This corresponds to the use of -tje with the numeral een, where the diminutive 
suffix reinforces the small amount interpretation. This accounts for the fact that 
while een is the only numeral to which -tje can be added in the ellipsis construc
tion, klein seems to be the only adjective to which -tje can be added with an elided 
noun in standard Dutch.7,8

6. One of the reviewers advances as an argument for the adjectival nature of kleintje the fact 
that it can be preceded by an adverb: een erg kleintje ‘a very small.dim. (one)’. The reviewer also 
points out that, interestingly, -tje cannot be added to comparative forms of adjectives, however: 
*een kleinertje ‘a small.comp.dim.’, with -er being the comparative suffix and -tje the diminutive 
suffix. This may be due to a semantic incompatibility. 
7. Heeroma (1948) observes that in a 17th century Dutch literary text the combination of er 
with tweetjes or drietjes has been attested and that it is apparently still possible in colloquial 
regional variation of Dutch. Tweetjes and drietjes have a small amount interpretation, like een
tje. 
8. Another form that could possibly be analyzed as a diminutive form of an adjective in an 
elliptical construction is oudje ‘old.dim.’, as in (i), since its use seems to correspond to the ellip
tical use of the non-diminutive form in (ii): 

(i) Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 nog 
still 

 wel 
part. 

 een 
a 

 oudje/een 
old.dim.SG./a 

 paar 
few 

 oudjes 
old.dim.pl. 

 liggen. 
laying 

‘I have an old one/some old ones laying here.’ 
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(14) (Een 
a 

 leeuw?) 
lion 

 Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 gisteren 
yesterday 

 een 
a 

 kleine 
small 

 gezien 
seen 

‘(A lion?) I saw a small one yesterday.’ 

(15) (Leeuwen?) 
lions 

 Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 gisteren 
yesterday 

 een 
a 

 kleintje 
small.dim 

 gezien 
seen 

‘I saw a small one (e.g. lion) yesterday.’ 

Kleintje kan also be used as a nominalization, for instance with the interpretation 
of ‘young child’. Crucially, in the ellipsis construction all kinds of referents are pos
sible, depending on the context. I propose a syntactic analysis of the diminutive 
form kleintje, similar to the syntactic analysis that I have proposed for eentje: 

(16) a. [QP een [FP klein [SizeP -tje [NP Ø ]]]] 
b. [FP [SizeP -tje [NP Ø]] [F0 F [QP een [FP klein [SizeP -tje [NP Ø ]]]]]] 
c. [FP [SizeP [QP een [FP klein] [SizeP -tje [NP Ø ]]] -tje [NP Ø ]] [F0 F [QP een [FP 

klein [SizeP -tje [NP Ø ]]]]]] 

Since er is not used in combination with an elliptical noun phrase containing an 
adjective, the last step of moving er to the verbal host proposed in (10) for the 
combination of er with eentje does not apply to the derivation in (16). 

At the end of this section, we are in a position to answer two of the three 
research questions raised in the Introduction to this paper, repeated below: 

1. If the diminutive suffix in Dutch is essentially a nominal suffix, why can it be 
used with the cardinal een? 

In step (9) of the analysis of the formation of eentje, een moves to the Spec of SizeP 
to license the null pronoun and er. In this way it serves as a “host” for –tje. 

2. Why can eentje only be used in an ellipsis construction, as in (4), but not with 
an overt noun, as in (5)? 

Although -tje normally attaches to overt nouns, in the derivation in (7)–(9) it has 
been proposed that eentje results from the necessity to license a null or overt pro
noun. Therefore eentje does not occur with overt nouns. 

In the next section, an answer to research question 3 will be proposed. 

(ii) Ik 
I 

 heb 
have 

 nog 
still 

 wel 
part. 

 een 
a 

 oude/een 
old/a 

 paar 
few 

 oude 
old 

 liggen. 
laying 

‘I have an old one/some old ones laying here.’ 

The Dutch dictionary Dikke van Dale online, however, analyzes oudje as a noun, which cannot 
only refer to persons, but also to objects. 
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3. An alternative analysis: eentje as a nominalization 

Example (4) in Section 2 showed that in standard Dutch er is used with an ellip
tical object containing eentje. Since -tje is essentially a nominal suffix, it could be 
expected that there are speakers who leave out er, analyzing eentje as a nominal
ization and not as an elliptical construction.9 In the Introduction this was formu
lated as research question 3: 

3. If the diminutive suffix in Dutch is essentially a nominal suffix, could it be the 
case that there are speakers who analyze eentje as a nominalization, leading to 
the omission of er if eentje is in object position? 

To investigate this research question I used the Corpus of Spoken Dutch (Corpus 
Gesproken Nederlands, CGN) of the OpenSoNaR corpus (https://taalmaterialen
.ivdnt.org/download/pp-opensonar-j/), analyzing spontaneous conversations by 
the Netherlandic Dutch and the Belgian Dutch speakers. The quantitative and 
qualitative results can be checked in OSF (https://osf.io/krjmn/). To check 
whether the possible omission of er with eentje is a property of informal speech, 
I also analyzed the occurrence of er with eentje in written texts in the SoNaR-500 
corpus (Oostdijk et al. 2013), available in the OpenSoNaR corpus. 

I first present the results of eentje with or without er in the written texts. The 
SoNaR corpus contains 505 books with a total of 26,134,187 tokens for Nether
landic Dutch. There is only one written document for Belgian Dutch, but it does 
not contain eentje. In the Netherlandic Dutch texts, there were 313 results for een
tje in object (including predicative) position: 98% with er, 2% without er. 

In the Corpus of Spoken Dutch there are 925 documents of spontaneous con
versations face-to-face by Netherlandic Dutch speakers, consisting of a total of 
2,042,626 tokens. To be sure whether the possible omission of er with eentje is 
a property of eentje and not of numerals in general, I checked the spontaneous 
face-to-face conversations not only for the occurrence of eentje with or without 
er (or its variants ’r, d’r or t’r), but also for the occurrence of the numeral een 
with or without er. I used the Extended Search option. In the 95 conversations in 
Netherlandic Dutch, there were 375 hits for eentje. Irrelevant cases such as in mijn 
eentje ‘on my own’ or eentje in subject position were not taken into consideration. 
Among the objects, elliptical predicates were also counted. Eentje in object posi
tion (which henceforth will also include predicate position) occurred 108 times; 
in 72% of the cases with er and in 28% of the cases without er. An example of eentje 
with er is provided by (17), whereas (18) is an example from the Netherlandic 

9. In fn. 1 it was shown that -tje also forms a noun if it is added to other categories than a noun, 
such as adjectives, verbs or prepositions. 
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Dutch corpus of eentje (in predicate position) in which er could have been used 
but where it was omitted. 

(17) en 
and 

 dan 
then 

 moet 
must 

 je 
you 

 d’r 
wk.part. 

 eentje 
one.dim 

 wegleggen 
discard 

 hè 
right 

‘And then you have to discard one, right?’ 

(18) ja 
yes 

 da 
that 

 ’s 
is 

 eentje 
one.dim 

 per 
per 

 dag 
day 

‘Yeah, that is one per day.’ 

Since een can be both a numeral and an indefinite article, I searched for the alter
native form één for the numeral een. This was made possible by choosing the 
option “Case- and diacritics-sensitive”, which enables researchers to search spe
cific forms, such as forms containing diacritical marks, like the variant of een with 
two acute accents: één. There were many more occurrences of één than of een
tje in the corpus. I only investigated the 400 first occurrences on relevant exam
ples. Irrelevant cases, such as één followed by a noun, één used as a number or één 
in subject position were left out. In standard Netherlandic Dutch, er is not used 
when the elliptical noun phrase contains an adjective, as in (14)–(15). Therefore 
such occurrences were not counted as cases of omission of er. It must be noted 
that it was not always easy to decide whether in the case of omission of er there 
was nominal ellipsis or simply the use of the number ‘one’, when the speakers were 
playing a game, as in (19). I checked the contexts and made a decision for the clas
sification. 

(19) het 
the 

 mannetje 
man.dim 

 en 
and 

 het 
the 

 zwaantje 
swan.dim 

 kan 
can 

 ik 
I 

 omruilen. 
swap 

 dat 
that 

 zwaantje 
swan.dim 

 in 
in 

 het 
the 

 bos 
forest 

 is 
is 

ook 
also 

 maar 
only 

 één 
one 

‘I can swap the little man and the little swan. That swan in the forest is only 
one / worth one point.’ 

This gave 108 results for the occurrence of elliptical één in object (including pred
icative) position, a number comparable to the results for eentje. Of the 108 results 
for één, 79% were used with er and 21% without er. 

The spontaneous conversations face-to-face in the Corpus Spoken Dutch 
consist of 612 documents with a total of 1,021,177 tokens for Belgian Dutch. For 
eentje there were 54 hits, among which 28 results for eentje in object position: 39% 
with er and 61% without er. For elliptical één in object position there were 103 
results: 43% with er and 57% without er. 
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The omission of er with eentje in books in Netherlandic standard Dutch and 
with eentje and één in spontaneous face-to-face conversations in spoken Nether
landic and Belgian standard Dutch is presented in Figure 1: 

Figure 1. eentje and één without er in Netherlandic Dutch books and in Netherlandic 
and Belgian Dutch conversations 

The results presented in Figure 1 show that er in combination with eentje is 
almost not omitted in books. In informal spoken standard Netherlandic Dutch er 
is omitted with eentje in 28% of the cases and in informal spoken Belgian standard 
Dutch in 61% of the cases. The results for the omission of er with één are quite 
similar. In informal Netherlandic Dutch er is omitted with elliptical één in object 
position in 21% of the cases and in informal Belgian Dutch in 57% of the cases. 
These results suggest that there is no evidence that, because of the presence of the 
diminutive suffix -tje, eentje is a nominalization, which answers research question 
3. Although er can be left out with eentje, this does not necessarily mean that we 
are dealing with a nominalization. In written (Netherlandic) Dutch the omission 
of er with eentje is almost non-existent. In informally spoken standard Dutch the 
omission of er with eentje does occur, especially in Belgian Dutch, but the per
centage of the omission of er with eentje is almost the same in both national vari
eties as the omission of er with één. 

Although the omission of er with eentje does not point to a nominal character 
of eentje, because the omission of er with één occurs to the same extent, it remains 
a fact that er omission occurs. In the next section, the omission of er in stylistic 
and regional varieties will be investigated in further detail. 
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4. The omission of er with other numerals 

To gain more insight into the omission of er with eentje and één, I also investigated 
the omission of er with the numerals twee ‘two’, drie ‘three’ and vier ‘four’ in the 
spontaneous face-to-face conversations in the Corpus of Spoken Dutch. 

In the 925 documents of the Netherlandic Dutch conversations (2,042,626 
tokens), I registered in total 146 occurrences of the numerals twee, drie and vier 
in elliptical noun phrases in object position. Of these, 82% were used with er and 
18% were used without er. In the 612 documents of the Belgian Dutch conversa
tions (1,021,177 tokens), I registered 92 results, among which 7% of omission of er 
with the numerals ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’, although these are all rather ambiguous 
cases. 

If we compare these results to the omission of er with eentje and één, then we 
notice that in Netherlandic Dutch the percentages of omission are quite compara
ble: 18% of omission of er with ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’, versus 21% of omission with 
één and 28% of omission with eentje. In Belgian Dutch, however, there is a big dif
ference: 7% of omission of er with ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’, versus 57% of omission 
of er with één and 61% with eentje, see Figure 2. 

Figure 2. twee, drie, vier versus eentje and één without er in Netherlandic and Belgian 
Dutch conversations 

Kranendonk (2010) observes that variation in the use of the quantitative pro
noun er does also occur in Northern Dutch dialects. This is what we see in the 
results for both eentje and één and for twee, drie and vier. In a study on the use 
of the quantitative pronoun er in a corpus of spontaneous face-to-face conver
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sations in Heerlen Dutch (Cornips 1994), a regional variety of standard Nether
landic Dutch, Cornips and Sleeman (2024) found an omission of quantitative er 
of 16.9% with elliptical noun phrases in object position containing a numeral or 
a weak quantifier, whereas er was used in the remaining 83.1% of the cases. These 
percentages correspond more or less to the omission and use of er with één, eentje 
and twee, drie and vier in the face-to-face conversations in the Corpus of Spoken 
Dutch. Cornips and Sleeman (2024) argue that there could be influence of the 
local Heerlen dialect on the omission of er in the quantificational construction. 
For the results of the omission of er in the conversations in the Corpus of Spoken 
Dutch it could thus be the case that there is influence of the regional dialects on 
the omission of er in informal standard Netherlandic Dutch. Both Kranendonk 
(2010) for Northern Dutch dialects and Cornips and Sleeman (2024) for Heerlen 
Dutch analyze the omitted er as the empty variant of the pronoun er. Based on 
Cornips (2003), Cornips and Sleeman (2024) observe that other types of er may 
be omitted as well, both in the Heerlen Dutch dialect as in Heerlen standard 
Dutch. These types of er are existential er (20) and expletive er (21). Since we are 
dealing with spoken varieties of Dutch, I suggest that in all cases the omission of 
the different types of er takes place for reasons of economy, the pronoun not being 
pronounced at PF. 

(20) liefste 
preferably 

 ’s 
at 

 nachts 
night 

 als 
when 

 Ø 
 

 geen 
no 

 maan 
moon 

 was 
was 

‘preferably at night, when there was no moon’ 

(21) ’t 
it 

 ziet 
looks 

 Ø 
 

 niet 
not 

 uit 
out 

‘It looks bad.’ 

In Southern Dutch dialects, Kranendonk (2010) did not notice (optional) omis
sion of er. This corresponds to the situation that I observed in the Corpus Spoken 
Dutch for the omission of er with ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’ in the Belgian Dutch 
conversations, which suggests that there may be influence of the Southern Dutch 
dialects on informally spoken Belgian standard Dutch. The question remains then 
why eentje and één are much more tolerant with respect to the omission of er than 
‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’ in the Belgian Dutch conversations, whereas there is no real 
difference in the Netherlandic Dutch conversations. To this question we turn in 
the next section. 

The diminutive form eentje 441



5. Een(tje) and other numerals 

In Section 4 it was shown that in the Belgian Dutch results there is almost no 
omission of er with the numerals ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’, whereas the omission of 
er with eentje en één is considerable. In the Netherlandic Dutch data there is not 
such a difference. The omission of er with eentje and één is much lower than in the 
Belgian Dutch data and is approximately the same as with ‘two’, ‘drie’ and ‘four’. 
The question is why this would be so. 

In recent literature it has been argued that ‘one’ behaves differently from other 
numerals and, therefore, it has been analyzed differently. 

Barbiers (2005, 2007) argues that één differs morphologically and syntacti
cally from higher cardinals and behaves rather like veel ‘many’. Barbiers (2007) 
analyzes één and veel as indefinite numerals and higher cardinals as definite 
numerals. An indication for the indefiniteness of één is that its addition to a name 
turns the name into an indefinite. The interpretation of ene Daniel in (22) is ‘a 
Daniel that I don’t know’. 

(22) Er 
there 

 is 
is 

 ene 
one 

 Daniel 
Daniel 

 aan 
at 

 de 
the 

 deur 
door 

‘There’s a Daniel at the door.’ 

Another piece of evidence that Barbiers (2007) advances in favor of the analysis 
of één as an indefinite numeral comes from the pronominal use of ‘one’ in some 
varieties of Dutch. The optional use of pronominal ‘one’ is only compatible with 
indefinite DPs (see also Barbiers 2005), but not with definite DPs. 

(23) a. Frisian/Groningen Do 
you 

 bist 
are 

 in 
a 

 raren 
strange 

 (ien) 
(one) 

b. *de 
the 

 reade 
red 

 (*ien) 
(one) 

On the other hand, veel shares with higher cardinals the feature “divided”, which 
één has not. Eén marks the set denoted by the noun as [– divided], hence as a sin
gular unit. This unit interpretation is also expressed in the case of elliptical één 
modified by the adverb zo ‘so’: zo één denotes a unit (or entity) that is similar to a 
unit (or entity) in the discourse. 

(24) Zo 
Such 

 één 
one 

 heb 
have 

 ik 
I 

 er 
wk.part. 

 ook. 
too 

‘I have one like that too.’ 

Barbiers (2005) takes één to be the focused variant of the indefinite article. This 
holds both for the pronominal use in (23) and its use as a numeral preceding 
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the noun, which may be an elided noun. It has the features [indefinite] [singular] 
[focus]. 

Like Barbiers (2005), Kayne (2019) distinguishes the numeral one, the non-
numeral one comparable to ene in (22) and the pronominal one from the indefi
nite article. Kayne associates one with a singular classifier, whereas the indefinite 
article lacks a classifier. Like Barbiers (2005, 2007), Kayne (2019) distinguishes one 
as a numeral from higher numerals. In its use as a numeral it is accompanied by a 
silent adjective SINGLE (or ONLY). Kayne analyzes the numerals two, three and 
four as coordinations: 

(25) two book AND BOOK 

Morozova and Barbiers (2024) also distinguish ‘one’ in Dutch and Russian from 
higher numerals. They propose a DP-structure containing a lower and a higher 
classifier. In the spirit of Kayne (2019), ‘one’ is analyzed as a classifier, more specif
ically as a low classifier, generated in the head of Class-low. It has the feature 
[Unit:_] the value of which is provided by its syntactic environment. Higher 
numerals, called cardinals by Morozova and Barbiers, are generated in the spec
ifier position of the low ClassP. They have a feature [Partitioning:_], the value of 
which corresponds to the cardinal itself. If the higher classifier structure is avail
able, cardinals are moved to Spec,ClassP-high. 

The data presented in the previous sections show two things. On the one 
hand, it was shown that in standard Dutch and, to a minor extent, in informal, 
spoken Netherlandic Dutch, een(tje) does not differ from higher numerals with 
respect to the omission of er. I propose that in these cases, both een(tje) and twee, 
drie and vier are cardinals, all expressing a partitioning, justifying the combina
tion with er in both cases.10 In informally spoken Belgian Dutch, on the other 
hand, een(tje) allows the omission of er much more easily than the higher numer
als. I therefore propose that in this variety ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’ are cardinals, 
whereas een(tje) has a unit interpretation, as in Morozova & Barbiers’ (2024) 
structural analysis. Een(tje) shares the unit interpretation with the pronominal 
use of ‘one’. According to the online Vlaams Woordenboek (‘Flemish dictionary’) 
ene(n) (or een) can be used in the meaning of ‘someone’ or ‘something’: 

10. This is not in line with Barbiers’ (2005, 2007) analysis of één as a unit, as opposed to higher 
numerals as cardinals, but it should be observed that that distinction is for the most part based 
on morphological and lexical criteria. Morozova & Barbiers (2024) show that, in Finnish and 
Russian, ‘one’ syntactically behaves differently from higher numerals in not requiring partitive 
or genitive case respectively on the noun following the numeral. In Dutch, however, both één 
and higher cardinals can combine with er, an etymologically genitive pronominal form, or with 
the partitive pronoun ervan ‘thereof ’. Postma (2023) attributes the cancelling of the paucal effect 
with quantitative er to the movement of er to the verbal domain. 
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(26) Wat 
what 

 voor 
for 

 ene 
one 

 (een) 
 

 zijde 
are 

 gij? 
you 

‘What kind of person are you?’ 

An additional search in the Belgian face-to-face conversations revealed that ene(n) 
is both used as a numeral with and without er, and as a pronominal in the mean
ing of ‘someone’. This pronominal use of ene(n), and probably also of een and een
tje, may explain the absence of er with many of the elliptical uses of een(tje) in the 
Belgian Dutch informal conversations in the corpus. In informally spoken Belgian 
Dutch ene(n)/een(tje) has a unit interpretation rather than a cardinal interpreta
tion.11

6. Conclusion 

In this paper I have argued that the Dutch nominal diminutive suffix -tje attaches 
to the numeral een to license a (null) pronoun. This explains also why eentje 
only occurs with nominal ellipsis but not with an overt noun. I have argued that 
movement takes place in Syntax and not postsyntactically. For kleintje I have pro
vided a similar analysis. Whereas eentje expresses a small amount reading, kleintje 
expresses a small size reading. 

Since -tje is a nominal suffix, it was investigated if there are speakers of Dutch 
who possibly analyze eentje as a nominalization, leading to the omission of the 
quantitative pronoun er if eentje is in object position. The research was carried 
out in the Corpus of Spoken Dutch (CGN), in the subcorpus informal face-to-
face conversations, both for Netherlandic Dutch and for Belgian Dutch speakers. 
Furthermore, the omission of er in combination with eentje in object position was 
also investigated in the subcorpus of books in the SoNaR corpus. It was shown 
that, whereas er was almost not omitted with eentje in books, it was in the face-
to-face conversations, much more in the Belgian Dutch conversations than in the 
Netherlandic Dutch conversations. However, in both varieties, the omission of er 
with eentje did not differ from the omission of er with één. This suggests that eentje 
is not a nominalization. A comparison with the omission of er with the numerals 
‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’ in the same subcorpus showed furthermore that, whereas 
in informally spoken Netherlandic Dutch er was omitted to the same extent as 
with eentje and één, in Belgian Dutch er was omitted much more with eentje and 

11. One of the reviewers wonders why in colloquial Belgian Dutch een(tje), if it has a unit inter
pretation, cannot be preceded by an adjective, as in (23a). As (23a) shows, the pronominal form 
is also preceded by an indefinite article, which shows that it has nominal features, but, as men
tioned by Barbiers (2005, 2007), this only occurs is some varieties of Dutch. 

444 Petra Sleeman



één than with ‘two’, ‘three’ and ‘four’. I have argued that whereas in Netherlandic 
Dutch all numerals are cardinals, in informally spoken Belgian Dutch eentje and 
één have a unit interpretation, distinguishing them from the cardinals ‘two’, ‘three’ 
and ‘four’. 

Since the results on informal Dutch are based on transcribed conversations in 
which it is not always clear if eentje and één without er are cases of nominal ellip
sis, the results should be taken with care, but they may serve at least as a basis for 
further research. 
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