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The diminutive morphological function between
English and Pashto languages: a comparative study
Afzal Khan 1✉

This study aimed to investigate the phenomenon of diminutive morphological function in

terms of productivity, similarities, and differences in inflectional bound morphemes between

English and Pashto, particularly in the categories of nouns and adjectives. The study also aims

to examine the possible influence of ancient languages, such as Greek, on the diminutive

morphological function and productivity of these two languages. It is generally assumed that

languages descending from similar parental groups share the same diminutive function and

productivity pattern in marking morphological mechanisms such as number, gender, and

case. Different online sources, libraries, and publication papers were consulted to make a

comparison between these two varieties. The findings revealed that both English and Pashto

retain a morphological function, but English uses limited inflectional morphemes. Pashto, on

the other hand, employs a wide range of suffixations, particularly in marking the diminutive

aspect, and that differentiates it from English in semantic and pragmatic expressions. The

findings aligned with the initial hypothesis developed that languages descending from similar

parental groups use a similar pattern of morphological mechanisms. The only difference is

that English drops the inflections to a greater extent because it underwent different phases of

modifications, while Pashto still retains the inflections and, in turn, reveals greater pro-

ductivity. Moreover, the findings disclosed that Pashto is closer to Greek in its inflectional

nature and functioning of diminutives than English.
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Introduction

Morphology relates to the function of productivity in a
language, and in turn, the speakers’ lexical entry probes
the interlocutors to access the unconscious lexical entry

of the mental lexicon during communication. The speakers’
unconscious morphological rules function to decompose a lexical
unit and predict its features for pragmatic and productivity
purposes in a given context. Inflectional morphemes are a kind of
affixes attached to the end of the words to indicate grammatical
functions (Khan and Sohail, 2021; Shamsan and Attayib, 2015).
These affixes do not affect the syntactic construction of a lan-
guage but add to the meaning and enhance the grammatical
effects of the language. The relationship of words in a structure in
comparison to other words is largely indicated by the inflectional
endings of morphemes. The errors in the acquisition of L2 in
terms of morphological features are largely committed by L2
learners due to the interference of their L1 (Nazary, 2008). This
study pinpoints the diminutive morphological function between
English and Pashto by highlighting similarities and differences
through contrastive analysis that helps the learners and teachers
identify the points where the morphological errors occur and
adopt preemptive measures to enhance the effect of L2 acquisi-
tion. The study also sheds light on the effects of productivity
between the two languages as a result of the diminutive mor-
phological function and the influence of high inflectional lan-
guages. It also brings forth significant aspects of the
morphological mechanism involved in the pragmatic and
semantic context that helps researchers and linguists to explore it
further. Given the delimitations of the study, the current study is
limited to the Yousafzai dialect of the Pashto language particu-
larly, spoken in major parts of Pakistan and Afghanistan. Other
dialects may have different diminutive morphological functions
and productivity mechanisms, but this study could be generalized
to all speakers who are native to the Pashto language in any part
of the world.

The diminutive function of morphology
Diminutives are defined as cross-cultural linguistic segments
which contribute semantically and pragmatically to the meaning
of size. However, it is generally believed that diminutives refer to
expressing the entity in a small connotation. Though diminutives’
semantic and pragmatic function goes much beyond the narrow
sense, it explains ‘small’, ‘young’, ‘incomplete’, and ‘insignificant’.
Moreover, some languages show the diminutive strategy by
employing prefix diminutives and others through suffix diminu-
tives (Gibson et al., 2017; Grandi, 2015; Jurafsky, 1996).
Diminutive refers to smallness and loveliness (Wang, 2020).
Diminutive becomes effective when the social distance between
the speakers is minimal as it conveys affection, cuteness, small-
ness, contempt, and familiarity (Drake, 2018; Schneider, 2003).
The diminutive function of morphology is present in languages
such as English, Dutch, and Russian that help in segmenting the
lexical constituents used by infants such as ‘horsie’, ‘doggie’, and
‘birdie’ (Kempe et al., 2007).

This study is only concerned with examining the diminutive
function of inflectional morphemes in English and Pashto and the
possible influences of other high inflectional languages on them,
such as Greek. According to Yule (2016), the study of Mor-
phology is to examine forms in a language instead of relying only
on ascertaining words. The diminutive function of morphology
exists in many parts of the world through employing suffixes in
languages like English uses ‘ling’, ‘let’, and ‘iely’; German uses
‘chen’ and ‘lein’; Farsi uses ‘cheh’, and ‘ak’; Spanish uses ‘itola’;
and Italian uses ‘ino’, ‘ettola’, and ‘ellola’ (Drake, 2018). English is
said to have no diminutives (Khaled, 2018; Wierzbicka, 2009).

English has an analytical diminutive marking mechanism that
denotes a few lexical markers in distinctive forms such as ‘tiny’,
‘small’, and ‘little’ before the noun categories (Bin Mukhashin,
2018; Naciscione, 2010). The morphological process of a language
plays a significant role in the composition of syntactic units, but
when it comes to the diminutive and productivity function, it is
more crucial; a language that has more than one form with a
similar meaning distinguishes it from other languages in terms of
productivity (Aronoff, 1976). It is intuitive to realize that the
productivity effect of cuteness and smallness in English is
expressed by using the inflectional suffixes such as ‘i’, and ‘iely’ in
words like ‘Nicky’, ‘Lizzy’, and ‘Bobby’. English speakers do not
use less-productive morphemes for nicknames such as ‘ling’ and
‘let’ in ‘Robbling’ and ‘Nicklet’ (Aronoff, 1976), for example.

Given its strength, morphology permits the language to
espouse new lexemes from the current vocabulary through deri-
vational morphology or to modify the syntactic features of a
lexeme by way of its usage in a particular situation via inflectional
morphology. Speakers tend to unconsciously learn the combi-
nations of morphemes and suffixations by heart (Manova and
Knell, 2021). The current study only focuses on the inflectional
bound morphemes in the categories of nouns and adjectives to
reflect the comparative function of diminutives in them. The
complexity in acquiring inflectional morphemes in the English
language by Pashto speakers arises due to the different linguistic
affiliations and syntactic structures they encounter. Ali et al.
(2016) argue that due to the complexity and dissimilarity in the
inflectional patterns of English and Pashto, Pashto-speaking L2
learners find it difficult to learn English morphology.

Von Humboldt and von Humboldt (1999) have classified the
contemporary vernaculars concerning the morphological and
productive features in place, in the whole world today, into three
main diverse groups: one is “isolating”; second is “agglutinative”;
and the third is “inflectional”. Palmer (1984) states that Chinese is
a good illustration of isolating language it does not have mor-
phology. While agglutinative languages are those where the entire
linguistic features take place distinctly in a linguistic construction,
like the Swahili language, in which the words in sentences do not
have patterns of any kind. Finally, coming inflectional languages
whose syntactic components are composed together cannot be
parted in the real sense of using the language, such as in Greek
and Latin languages (Palmer, 2001).

Moreover, morphology is divided into two main branches; one
is known as derivational morphology, and the second is called
inflectional morphology. Both of these branches are characterized
by their unique features. Inflectional morphology has got nothing
to do with the construction to form new lexemes. Rather, it
functions to demonstrate the grammatical aspects like’s of the
lexemes to produce specific lexical items for agreement with other
linguistic elements in the desired sentence. Conversely, unlike
inflectional morphology, derivational morphology deals with the
formation of words and the changes that words undergo when
they make other categories. Inflectional morphemes do not
change the category of the words but mark the agreement and
check the features in a given construction, such as the morpheme
‘s’ attached to the word’ book demonstrates the plural number in
a given construction. Different languages employ different
inflectional strategies, influencing their productivity and
diminutive function.

Joseph (2005) states that Pashto and English are two distinct
verities descending from the same Indo-European Family.
Momma and Matto (2009) argue that historical linguistics reveals
these two vernaculars to have identical historical connections
with the same parental languages, such as the West Germanic
Group and that further branched into the Indo-Iranian sub-group
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where Pashto finds its origin. Therefore, investigating the
diminutive inflectional aspects through contrastive analysis would
reveal significant insights into these two languages and show the
point of similarity and dissimilarity, a branch of Comparative
Linguistics.

Previous studies mainly focused on showing the inflectional
similarities and differences between English and Pashto. The
diminutive morphological function between English and Pashto
has not received attention from previous scholars. The current
study focuses on examining the similarities and differences in
inflectional bound morphemes in nouns and adjectives, focusing
on the diminutive functions of these categories and investigating
the possible influences of Greek and other natural languages like
Bantu and Swahili on them.

In addition, the study attempts to reveal the nature of pro-
ductivity concerning the diminutive features in both these lan-
guages and pinpoint possible measures to avoid issues faced by
Pashto speakers in learning English as an L2. The study also has
implications for the interlocutors of both languages to help them
communicate more effectively cross-culturally through semantic
and pragmatic contexts (Khan and Sohail, 2021). The study helps
teachers, text designers, administrators, and L2 learners under-
stand the problematic areas and plan well for effective learning
and teaching of these languages.

Review of literature
Due to the unavailability of relevant studies concerning the
diminutive morphological function between English and Pashto,
the following available studies are reviewed on other languages,
such as Spanish, Persian, Azerbaijani, Chinese, Bantu, and Arabic.
It is generally assumed that the numerous inflections with a wide
range of diminutive functions in Pashto make it morphologically
diverse from other languages descended from the same group,
thereby posing difficulties to learners in acquiring English in
L2 settings. It is pertinent to mention that English is considered
analytical regarding the diminutive function and employs a few
lexical markers such as ‘tiny’, ‘little’, and ‘small’ (Bin Mukhashin,
2018). Conversely, Pashto has a system of synthetic diminutives
that uses different inflectional morphological processes; the
meaning of the word undergoes changes, but the word remains
intact such as the word ‘motor’ (car). In diminutive pejorative
expression, it changes to ‘motorgy’ (a small car) to convey a
distaining expression. Similarly, in depreciating expression, the
word ‘sigrat’ (cigarette) modifies to ‘sigratgy’ (a small and dis-
daining sigrat). Pashto is morphologically rich and is the most
conservative vernacular among other languages in this family in
the region. Pashto has preserved the archaic features that the rest
of the languages have almost lost by way of their development
over time (Zuhra and Khan, 2009). But, so far, no attention has
been paid to the diminutive morphological function of Pashto by
previous scholars, and in this regard, this study fills the gap and
adds to the body of literature.

Hägg (2016) examined the expression of synthetic diminutives
in English and Spanish to reveal the formation’s productivity and
denote these languages’ semantic features. The study used two
corpora: Corpus of Historical American English and Corpus del
Español, along with some academic texts, newspapers, and
magazines. The findings demonstrated that Spanish is more
productive than English in inflecting different categories regard-
ing diminutive morphological function. The study also revealed
that Spanish has strong features about diminutives that enable it
to convey a wide range of meaning through different inflectional
formations as opposed to English. Wang’s (2020) study on the
Lingchuan dialect’s appellations in China revealed that adding the
inflection ‘zi’ mainly to the names or nicknames in Chinese

increases intimacy between the interlocutors regarding diminu-
tive expression. However, the meaning of this expression is not
much obvious.

Kazemian and Hashemi (2014) investigated the inflectional
bound morphemes of English, Azerbaijani and Persian languages
to demonstrate variations and similarities in these languages. The
findings revealed that several inflections functioned to mark
grammatical categories in each language. Significant findings
revealed that the Azerbaijani language retains more inflections in
comparison to English and Persian. However, there were some
commonalities in the patterns of inflections in all these three
languages. English and Persian demonstrated a significantly
irregular pattern of inflections in nouns and verb categories for
marking plurality, but Azerbaijani witnessed extensive patterns of
inflections in all categories of words, which enables the pragmatic
and diminutive aspects of it to be broader compared to English.
Moreover, the findings demonstrated that numerous operations
of inflections that make it difficult for L2 learners to acquire the
English language exist in Azeri and Persian. The study suggests
that teaching English to native speakers of Azeri and Persian
requires an in-depth understanding of these issues to effectively
teach L2 learners.

Salim (2013) investigated the morphological features of the
noun category in Arabic and English to reveal the differences
between them. The study aimed to show the differences that
would help L2 teachers be well-versed in the areas where the two
languages differ. The findings revealed that every root word in the
Arabic language is significant and retains three different phono-
logical aspects. Through morphological affixation in Arabic,
internal vowel modification occurs and causes infinite derivation
for the formation of noun and verb classes. The morphological
system of Arabic compared to English is very complex, which
may cause problems for students learning English as L2. The
findings demonstrated that English nouns have two numbers:
singular and plural, but Arabic have three numbers: singular,
plural and dual. English inflects the nouns only for genitive cases,
while Arabic inflects them for three cases: nominative, accusative,
and genitive. The findings revealed glaring differences between
English and Arabic in morphological construction. The diminu-
tive morphological function is not only to bring modification to
the form in a given language but facilitate productivity and
meaning connotations (Arabiat and Al-Momani, 2021; Hazimy,
2006). The diminutive morphological function in the Arabic
language predominantly enhances the effect of revealing con-
tempt and belittlement, targeting the decrease or smallness of an
expression in a given context. It includes several expressions such
as the reduction of size; quantity; disparagement (reducing
someone’s respect), and psychological barriers such as pity,
gentleness, and endearment (Yahya, 2012). Differences in forms
lead the L2 learners to the barriers they encounter in acquiring a
target language (Baker, 1992). Understanding these variations
would help the interlocutors to communicate effectively in cross-
cultural interaction and enable the L2 learners to acquire either of
these languages without facing any problems.

Ibrahim (2010) examined the process of noun formation in
Standard English and Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) to
demonstrate their similarities and differences and reveal their
productivity features. The data for the study was collected from
different sources and analyzed to demonstrate the morphological
formation of nouns in both languages for productivity purposes.
The findings demonstrated some universal similarities between
the languages, such as affixation, blending, and formation of
onomatopoeic expressions. The study also revealed that Modern
Standard Arabic showed influences of foreign languages (bor-
rowing) in the process of forming noun categories. The study
revealed eight major morphological affixations that make MSA
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more productive than English, which uses limited morphological
processes to form the noun category. Thus, the findings illu-
strated that language with extensive inflectional morphological
affixations espouses greater productivity in terms of diminutive
functions.

Joseph (2005) suggests that ‘one of the initial language families
to be familiar with, and accordingly the most meticulously
examined of all so far, is the family that Greek belongs to or
recognized by means of the Indo-European language family. This
view regarding the genesis of these languages is further reinforced
by “Grimm’s law about phonetic modification”, keeping in view
their phonetic resemblances and systematic variations. According
to early linguists like Gamkrelidze and Ivanow (1990), their
reconstruction is based on ancestral Indo-European languages.
The linguists’ view largely depends on Grimm’s Law about
Lautverschiebung, i.e., sound modification, which refers to a
group of consonants in languages that predictably displace one
another due to the evolutionary nature of languages and enhance
the aspects of pragmatic productivity.

English inflectional morphology is generally considered by its
simplicity, which is revealed by its widespread use of default, base
or uninflected forms. The inflectional morphology in English
influences nouns, pronouns, verbs, and adjectives, besides a few
adverbs (Karaminis and Thomas, 2010; McCarthy, 2002). These
inflectional morphemes function similarly for all lexemes.
Nonetheless, there also exist some irregular morphemes. For
instance, the words ‘take’ and ‘took’ create difficulties for non-
native English language learners. English belongs to the West-
Germanic branch of languages that are descended from the Indo-
European group. Moreover, the West-Germanic branch is of
particular interest for the reason that it is the branch from which
the English language is derived (Baugh and Cable, 1993). In this
way, Pashto seems inherently associated with the same group of
languages, although it is a branch of the Iranian sub-group. Its
main bordering languages currently consist of languages such as
Persian, Tajik, Balochi, Kurdish, and Ossetian, spoken in the
surrounding areas of Afghanistan (Habibullah and Robson,
1996).

Valeika and Buitkiene (2003) state that inflection in gender in
old English was largely grammatical because nouns were dis-
connected by their grammar. Concerning morphological con-
struction, old English is divided into three main distinct classes.
For instance, masculine categories consisted of words such as
‘stan’ (stone), feminine ‘duru’ (door) and finally, ‘reced’ (house)
used to indicate the neuter class. In this regard, the formal or
grammatical gender disappeared over time with the loss of
inflections in English. This aspect of dropping inflection in
English seems to have largely decreased semantic and pragmatic
productivity in it.

The gradual changes over time in the English language can be
divided into three main historical periods regarding inflections
that led to the reduction in its productivity. Baugh and Cable
(1993) categorized these periods as (1) 450 to 1150 A.D., the Old
English period, or the period of high inflections in the language
when the endings in word forms like nouns, verbs, and adjectives
were inseparable in terms of inflections; (2) 1100 to 1500 A.D.,
the Middle English period; and (3) 1500 to date. The Modern
English and Middle English periods are considered the periods of
“leveled inflection” or the periods of “loss of inflection”.

Many linguists have tried to find out the gender scheme of
Indo-European languages in order to demarcate how these two
kinds of gender, the grammatical gender and the biological gen-
der, are communicated in a language in terms of inflections and
pragmatic productivity (Corbett, 1991). Although gender is
believed in some way to be unpredictable because it is a societal
construct and not universal, some languages, such as Pashto, have

strong gender inflections. In contrast, others, such as Persian,
have totally lost them (Fernández, 2011).

Palmer (1984) believes that the Proto-language, a sub-branch
of the Indo-European language family Greek, seems to be ‘highly
inflectional in nature based on its grammatical composition as it
cannot be separated’. He argues that the features of morphemes
that exist in the Greek language can be classified into aspects like
tense, gender, number, person, and case. Also, he associates the
morphological structure of the English language with that of
Greek by locating similarities and differences.

The available reviewed literature regarding the diminutive
morphological function between English and other languages
revealed that certain similarities and differences exist between
them. These differentiate English in terms of morphological
aspects and productivity from other languages worldwide. The
reviewed studies identified a drastic gap in which no attention has
been paid to the important aspect of comparison between English
and Pashto to show the diminutive morphological function and
reflect the semantic and pragmatic features of productivity
in them.

Methodology
For the investigation, this research followed a qualitative design.
The study is based on library research, where the researcher
consulted different books about the target languages besides
examining former studies on the characteristics of diminutive
morphological analysis on some of the world languages. The
study adopted the textual and archival interpretative analysis
technique (Arabiat and Al-Momani, 2021). The design of the
study is based on the framework of the Contrastive Analysis
Hypothesis (CAH) proposed by (Lefer, 2011) and developed by
(Krzeszowski, 2011; Chesterman, 1998; James 1980). The data of
this study comprises the language segments of English and Pashto
that include inflectional morphemes in two-word classes in terms
of diminutive function with relation to nouns and adjective
categories. Furthermore, personal observation for this data col-
lection seemed preferable and suitable because of the researcher’s
extensive exposure to the Pashto language as his First Language
(L1) and English as a Second Language (L2), as well as the lan-
guage of the researcher’s profession, i.e., being a teacher of
English (Linguistics) for about 14 years. Traditional research
methodologies and approaches such as recordings, interviews,
and questionnaires do not suffice for the required information.
Therefore, the researcher investigated comparative analysis
through personal observation as a native speaker of Pashto and
triangulated the analysis by consulting previous research findings
and available literature on these two languages. The current study
explores the following research questions:

1. What are the similarities and differences in diminutive
morphological function and productivity between English
and Pashto in nouns and adjective categories?

2. What is the degree of foreign influence of high inflectional
languages, such as Greek, on the diminutive morphological
function in English and Pashto?

The textual and archival interpretative analysis technique
(Arabiat and Al-Momani, 2021) was adopted for this study. The
reason for choosing this design was to compare and contrast the
morphological function of diminutives in English and Pashto,
which required a deeper understanding that could only be
achieved through a corpus-based approach, as suggested by
Arabiat and Al-Momani (2021). This methodology allowed for a
comprehensive analysis of the data collected from various sour-
ces, including libraries and literary figures, to gain a better
understanding of the similarities and differences in the
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diminutive morphological function of the two languages. The
textual and archival interpretative analysis technique was deemed
suitable for this research as it allowed for a detailed examination
of the data and provided a means to interpret the findings in a
meaningful way.

The corpus selection process prioritized peer-reviewed journals
that focused on the function of morphology between English and
Pashto. As no single study had been conducted to reveal the
diminutive morphological function between these two languages,
a review of available studies was necessary. Different libraries,
such as Swat Public Library and Hazara University Library, were
searched to find relevant studies. Over 80 corpus studies were
consulted, and irrelevant studies were excluded and not cited in
this study. Online research papers and theses were also reviewed,
but only a few of them provided information on the morpholo-
gical aspects of these languages, as cited in the text and the
reference section of this study. To gain further insight into the
investigation, the researcher approached literary figures in Pashto
literature. Due to ethical considerations, the names of these
individuals cannot be mentioned in this study.

Data analysis and interpretation. The data is presented in the
tables by incorporating two techniques known as linear tables and
a theoretical discussion. The tables contain illustrations of
inflectional morphemes in English and Pashto languages. Each
table illustrates different uses of the morphemes for a specific way
of speech in these languages, such as marking nouns. The
instances demonstrated in the tables are additionally clarified by
analytical discussion. Every aspect of a peculiar inflection in a
certain word class is reasonably argued from various perspectives
to determine the similarities and differences of morphology in
English and Pashto concerning the diminutive function and
productivity aspect of them.

Analysis and discussion. The findings revealed that the processes
regarding the function of inflectional morphemes, particularly
bound class morphemes, in Pashto and English, inflections like ‘s’
in English and ‘una’ in the Pashto language can never be used
distinctly as meaningful segments in isolation. Rather, these
morphemes can be seen attached to the nouns to mark plurality
(Khan et al., 2016). In terms of inflectional morphology, Pashto
has very extensive inflections by way of the phonological com-
position of its words. Consequently, the lexemes ending with ‘l’
sounds are constantly inflected with the inflection ‘una’, e.g., ‘pul’
a singular noun ending with ‘l’, changes to ‘Puluna’ in Pashto.
The inflexion pattern for forming the plural in Pashto is mor-
phologically more complex and productive than in English, where
simply an’s’ or ‘es’ morpheme is added.

Similarities and differences between English and Pashto. The
English language typically follows the addition of ‘s’ as an
inflection. However, certain exceptions exist, for example chan-
ging the vowel sound of ‘man’ to ‘men’, ‘thesis’ to ‘theses’ and
‘analysis’ to analyses’. On the other hand, Pashto morphology
largely depends on animacy, gender and the case of declensions in
forming plurality (Lange, 2015). The masculine and feminine,
direct and oblique cases are the distinguishing characteristics of
Pashto. The final segment of the noun and the initial segment of
the suffixes that attach to the words often change phonologically
by forming plural in the Pashto language (David, 2013). Table 1
provides examples regarding the cases of declensions in the
Pashto language and shows various inflectional patterns in the
formation of nouns and level of productivity through the redu-
plication of the diminutive function.

Pashto is rich in inflections compared to English since it
employs several diminutives in a variety of ways, while English
uses just a few. Almost every noun category, which is similar in
function to Bantu, refers to singular and plural and shows
smallness, but the pragmatic context varies from that of English.
In Pashto, smallness is often associated with demonstrating
contempt, such as the word ‘motor’ being used for a single car,
‘motary’ for many cars and ‘motargay’ referring to a small car that
conveys a pejorative sense. The noun ‘halak’ as demonstrated in
Table 1, refers to a boy, ‘halakan’ is used for plurality and
‘halakoty’ is employed for conveying a pejorative connotation.
Most of the time, the inflections ‘ty’, ‘tay’, ‘gy’and ‘gay’are suffixed
to the noun category in Pashto to denote the diminutive function
with certain exceptions such as the noun ‘kor’ is used for a house,
‘korakay’ is used to convey the singular diminutive expression,
while ‘koroona’ is employed for plural houses and the diminutive
inflected form for the plural is ‘koraky’. The findings demon-
strated that Pashto is rich in inflections as opposed to English and
has various ways of expressing a particular meaning depending
on the speaker’s intention. Moreover, the findings are dissimilar
to the previous studies (Yahya, 2012) on the diminutive function
between English and Arabic. In the Arabic Language, the
diminutive largely reduces the size, quality, and quantity of an
expression, but Pashto reflects an extensive mechanism in
interaction. The study aligns with the findings by (Aronoff,
1976) that a language that has more than one form makes it
dissimilar to other languages and creates the features of
productivity in it.

Pashto has a vocative case used for addressing a person or
thing, such as ‘halak’ used for a ‘boy’, but the vocative case is
‘halaka’ and similarly, ‘spay’ is a noun meaning a dog, but in the
vocative case, it changes to ‘spyia’. The vocative is a direct
expression by the speaker to the addressee. Historically, the
vocative case was the dominant feature of the languages
descending from the ‘Indo-European family’, but over time they

Table 1 The cases of noun declensions in the Pashto language.

Description Case Suffixes Noun Singular Plural diminutives

Masculine animate nouns Direct an/oty boy halak halakan > halakoty
Ending with vowel sounds Direct any/angay family korane koranyany > koraangay
Ending with zero morpheme Direct kay shoes saplay saplay > saplokay
Ending with zero morphemes Direct angry chair kursay kursay > Kursangry
Ending with zero morph Direct angry bread rotay rotay > rotangray
Ending with zero morphemes Direct gy turnip tepar tepar > tepargy
Ending with una Direct una/kay Bed kut katuna > kutkay
Ending with una Direct una/gay Stream khwarh khwarhuna > khwargay
Ending with una Direct una/kay House kore koroona > korakay
Ending with ee Direct ee/tay Dog spay spee > spotay
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have lost it, though some of them, like modern Greek, Albanian
and the Baltic languages such as Lithuanian, and Latvian still
retain it. Almost all names about humans or animals are used
with the inflectional morpheme like ‘a’ at the ending of the word,
mostly in the case of masculine names, which denotes marking of
the vocative case in proper masculine nouns in Pashto. On top of
that, Pashto uses the vocative case to convey a diminutive
function by employing an inflection form, such as the word
‘spaia’ (dog) is used for calling someone’s attention in a pejorative
sense when the speaker shows anger to the addressee. Though the
singular form of the word is ‘spay’ (dog), when changing it to a
vocative case, it is inflected with ‘ia’ inflection and the meaning is
changed. This feature of Pashto seems to be the sole diminutive
function by employing a vocative case, using animal names to
convey the highest contempt for humans, including both males
and females. Even at times, the Pashto speakers use ‘Khara’
(donkey) as a vocative expression for the word ‘khar’ (donkey) to
call the attention of someone with extreme abhorrence. The
findings regarding the diminutive function of English are similar
to the previous study conducted by (Karaminis and Thomas,
2010; McCarthy, 2002), which revealed that English inflectional
morphology is generally considered by its simplicity, which is
manifested by its widespread use of default, i.e., base or
uninflected forms.

On the contrary, the vocative case is almost dropped in
Modern English, although the meaning is communicated
differently in a semantic context, such as ‘Jim, are you serious?’’
and ‘Alice, come here’ (Moro, 2003). In Modern English, the
vocative expression is communicated through the nominative
case and is distinct in the rest of the sentence by putting commas.
Historically, Old English prefaced vocative expression in poetry
and prose by using ‘O’ such as ‘O ye of little faith’ (Beare and
Mathers, 1981).

However, the Pashto language is more inflectional than
English, as demonstrated by the findings in Table 1. While
English mainly confines itself to three kinds of inflections in
forming plurality in noun categories such as ‘s’, ‘es’ and ‘zero’,
Pashto has an oblique case as well as diminutives in noun
categories that function differently from the diminutives available
in English. English diminutives function to show the small size of
the entity by adding suffixes like ‘-let’ as in ‘booklet’ which means
a small book, ‘-ling’ as in ‘duckling’ used for a small duck, ‘-ock’
as in ‘hillock’ used for a small hill, ‘-ette’ as in ‘novelette’ used for
a small novel with fewer pages, and ‘-net’ as in ‘coronet’ meaning
a small crown (Dehham and Kadhim, 2015). Diminutives are not
a common feature of Standard English as found in other world
languages. Wierzbicka (2009) argues that the form of productive
diminutive in English rarely exists except in the isolated general
forms used by the children such as ‘doggie’, ‘handies’ and
‘girlie’.The diminutives in semantic and pragmatic contexts
extend beyond narrow perceptions and associations of meaning,
such as in the English glossary. The diminutive morphological

function of Pashto revealed a closer resemblance to the Bantu
language researched by (Gibson et al., 2017), who argue that
diminutives in Bantu entail encoding pejoration, affection, and
admiration, as well as communicate disdain and contempt, which
are the prospective uses alongside a mere concept of ‘young’. For
example, in the Bantu language, the noun ‘oruvyo’ is used for a
knife, but adding an inflection such as ‘okaruvyo’ changes the
meaning to a small knife and adding another inflection like
‘outuvyo’ changes the meaning to represent knives.

Modern English mainly follows a predictable pattern for
forming plurality in noun categories by adding affixes such as ‘s’,
‘es’, ‘en’, and zero morphemes. The affixation of ‘en’ for the
formation of plurality in English is irregular inflection; zero
morphemes are confined to several noun class words such as
‘sheep’ and ‘deer’. Moreover, the addition of the suffix ‘s’ to nouns
like ‘table’, ‘dog’, ‘cat’, etc., turns them into plural, i.e., ‘tables’,
‘dogs’, and ‘cats’. English inflects the noun by ‘es’ and changes it
to plural, such as the word ‘watch’, by adding ‘es’, turns into
plural. The pattern of vowel alteration exists in the formation of
plurality in certain English nouns, and the vowel structure
undergoes changes, but the morphological patterns stay the same
such as ‘goose’ changes into ‘geese’. The inflection of vowel
alterations, also known as ablauts and umlauts, is particularly
used in the language by inflecting the words through the
alteration of the sounds, such as in German. These kinds of
inflections occur due to the alteration of vowel sounds in English
that changes the noun to plural. The internal phonological
structure of the word is changed, and resultantly, the meaning
also gets altered. Similarly, the word ‘ox, and ‘child’ are singular
nouns, but the addition of ‘en’ and ‘ren’ changes them to ‘oxen’
and ‘children’, respectively. The alteration of sounds and irregular
inflection exists in English lexicology but is confined to minimal
English words. Resultantly, reduces productivity in terms of
pragmatic and diminutive context. On the other hand, Pashto has
an extensive system of noun declension that constitutes a rich
mechanism by employing plurality, vocative case, and diminutive
inflections with a wide spectrum of appreciative and depreciative
expressions that lead to pragmatic productivity and enhance
diminutive effects. This is illustrated in Table 2, where the symbol
‘ǿ’ demonstrated zero inflection which is quite consistent as
compared to Pashto. This is due to Modern English’s inflectional
nature, which has extensively dropped the inflectional and archaic
features of Old English. One reason is that English has undergone
great changes, but Pashto seems to have stayed the same. This
question is out of the current study’s scope and needs further
research to be answered.

In English, the ‘s’ or ‘es’ inflection is a common phenomenon
for marking plurality in noun class categories, but Pashto has a
wide range of inflections depending on the final morpheme,
particularly it’s being voiced or voiceless to determine the plural.
For example, Pashto-nouns ending with ‘b’ like ‘kitab’ (book),
‘gulab’ (rose) and ‘sawab’ (virtue) form plural categories by

Table 2 The cases of noun declensions in English.

Description Case Suffixes Noun Singular Plural Diminutives

Masculine animate nouns Direct s boy boy boys ǿ
Masculine animate nouns vocative ǿ boy boy boys ǿ
Inanimate objects Direct es watch watch watches ǿ
Ending with vowel alteration Direct ǿ goose goose geese ǿ
Ending with vowel alteration vocative ǿ goose goose geese ǿ
Ending with irregular morpheme Direct en child child children ǿ
Ending with irregular morpheme vocative ǿ child child children ǿ
Ending with irregular morpheme Direct en ox ox oxen ǿ
Ending with irregular morpheme vocative ǿ ox ox oxen ǿ
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adding the inflection ‘una’ such as ‘kitabuna’ (books), ‘gulabuna’
(roses) and ‘sawabuna’ (virtues). Similarly, the nouns ending with
vowel sounds get the ‘ay’ inflection for plurality, such as the
words ‘parda’ (hijab) and ‘jarga’ (council) are inflected with ‘ay’ to
form plural categories like ‘parday’(hijab) and jargay’ (councils)
(Khan et al., 2016). However, the diminutive morphological
function in Pashto is dissimilar and irregular in marking the
lexical items. Unlike English, which only forms plurality, Pashto
goes beyond marking plurality, such as carrying the inflections
‘una, and ‘gay’. For the diminutive expressions, the word ‘kitab’, a
singular book, inflects with ‘gay’ unlike ‘una’. For marking plural
diminutives, the word ‘kitabuna’ (books) changes to ‘kitabgi’; the
inflection ‘gi’ indicates smallness or littleness about the books or
refers to the limited knowledge of the addressee.

The English language typically uses two types of inflections in
noun categories for marking genitive cases(possessive inflections).
First, English employs for singular nouns to demonstrate genitive
cases such as ‘John’s book’.Second, it uses (‘) for plural nouns to
reveal possessive cases like ‘schools’ buses’. The English language
is limited in terms of inflections in morphology in the noun
classes, and similarly, its usage is also largely restricted compared
to the Pashto language. Only two major dominant morphemes in
English are often employed for marking plurality and demon-
strating genitive cases such as ‘s’.

The noun class words in English do not mark gender as a
general feature except in limited instances in which the isolated
words refer to gender categories such as grandmother, grand-
daughter, aunt, niece, girls, mother, and wife, but these words
function as isolated units, unlike affixation. English also has a
generic category of nouns that denote general expressions such as
heroine, air hostess, waitress, and princess. The categories of
bound suffixes for marking gender are very limited to certain
words, for example, lioness, hostess, and tigress, which are mostly
restricted to the names of animals and hardly used for diminutive
functions. Pashto, on the other hand, has an extended mechanism
of inflections in noun categories related to animals for marking
gender, such as ‘spay’ (dog) changes into ‘spai’ (bitch), ‘oakh’
(camel) to ‘oakha’ (female camel), and ‘ghwa’ (cow) to ‘ghwaya’
(bull). The word ‘spai’ (bitch) is used in Pashto for addressing a
singular girl to denote a diminutive expression indicating
contempt for someone, particularly for the women class.
Similarly, the word ‘ghwa’ (cow) is also used in the Pashto
language for addressing to show a pejorative and disdaining
diminutive function for someone. Likewise, ‘ghway’ (bull) is used
for a singular man to convey a diminutive function such as being
stupid or senseless. The Pashto language also seems to have a
greater level of phonological modification in the process of
forming plurality, as exemplified through the above names for
animals, unlike the English Language. It is not only that English
does not have phonological modifications through suffixation in
these words, but it also lacks the process of forming plurality for
the category of these nouns. It seems that English may have lost
inflectional affixes for these nouns as they underwent transfor-
mational phases. That is why it does not bear the effects of
inflectional features inherited from ancient languages, as does
Pashto. The findings in this study are similar to the previous
studies carried out by Fernández (2011) and Valeika and
Buitkiene (2003) that some of the languages inherited from the
same parental group have lost the inflections over time while
others still retain them. Resultantly, the diminutive function of
languages such as English is significantly affected by the loss of
their morphological inflection that happened over time, making it
susceptible to limit its productivity.

The findings demonstrated that the formation process of the
noun category in Pashto is much more extensive and quite
intricate than in English. The dissimilarity in terms of bound

morphemes in nouns between the two languages is that
inflections in the Pashto language include more diverse
diminutive morphological functions. In contrast, the English
language inflects its nouns merely for marking plurality and the
genitive case by employing ‘s’ and ‘s’ in both cases, respectively.
Conversely, the Pashto language inflects nouns in several ways,
such as singular, plural, masculine, feminine, and the vocative
case. Most importantly, as opposed to English, Pashto has a
comprehensive system of diminutives that denotes a wide range
of conveying semantic and pragmatic productivity, which are not
available in the English glossary. Hence, the findings align with
the previous studies that morphological inflection does not
merely modify the form but facilitates productivity in a language
(Arabiat and Al-Momani, 2021; Hazimy, 2006).

English does not have inflections for forming plurality in
adjective categories, but Pashto has several cases that mark
plurality depending on the context. The adjective ‘poor’ in
English is used for an animate and inanimate entity without
inflection. However, Pashto uses the word ‘poor’ to form a
plurality, such as ‘gharib/ghariban’, and uses it solely with
animate masculine or feminine. Moreover, Pashto has two
different categories of adjectives to denote the diminutive
expressions used for the adjective poor, such as ‘khwarano’ and
‘gharibanano’. The inflection ‘ano’ attached to the root of the
adjectives changes the connotation in a semantic and pragmatic
context to indicate smallness and something depreciative.
Compared to English, this morphological aspect of adjective
formation in Pashto provides choices and productivity in the
language for interlocutors in communication.

Unlike Pashto, the English language typically uses three
broader categories in positive adjectives, comparative, and
superlative, which are discrete like Pashto. Pashto is unique in
marking adjectives through numbers, and masculine case, as the
word ‘khkulay’ (beautiful) denotes masculine singular; for
marking masculine plural, it changes to ‘khkuli’, and the sound
from ‘y’ changes to ‘i’, while for marking feminine plural the
ending of the word changes to ‘ay’ sound which is similar to
English diphthongization to indicate feminine plurality in Pashto
such as ‘khkulai’. Similarly, the adjective ‘spin’ (white) denotes
masculine singular, but for marking the feminine singular, the
final segment of the word ‘spin’ gets ‘a’ inflection such as
‘spina’.For denoting the feminine plural, it changes to ‘spiny’; the
‘y’ suffix changes the meaning and sound to reveal the gender.
Finally, in pejorative expression, the plural feminine adjective
‘white’, ‘spiny’ changes to ‘spinchakai’, and the masculine plural
white ‘spino’ changes to ‘spinchako’ to convey the idea of
disparaging someone.

Moreover, Pashto has a similar mechanism of employing the
categorical system through adjectives by using words such as ‘lag
ghat’ bigger and ‘der ghat’ ‘the biggest’, though pragmatic
variations exist between the two languages in these terms. The
English language strictly uses the comparative degree for
comparing two groups and the superlative degree for more than
two, but these adjectives do not make such distinctions in Pashto.
Pashto is a vocative language because it inflects the adjectives to
address the addressee by adding the suffix to the end of the word.
For instance, ‘khkulay’ is an adjective used for beautiful, and it
changes to ‘khkulia’. In addition, the inflection ‘a’ at the end of
this adjective functions to call forth the attention of someone. In
this context, the message is communicated by raising the pitch to
attract the attention of the addressee. Hence, the word for the
singular masculine ‘khkulia’ (beautiful) signifies the speaker’s love
for the addressee when used in an appreciative context and
indicates the productivity of the Pashto language in employing
adjectives. By using various inflections that change the tone and
the final segment of the words to communicate the intended
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message, Pashto is a pragmatically rich language compared to
English. The word ‘tone’ does not mean tonal language; it is used
for the alteration of sounds that results due to the suffixes
attached to the noun and adjective categories in Pashto.

Adjectives in English do not mark numbers and gender but
only inflect the grammatical construction through gradable and
non-gradable morphemes. Gradable adjectives in English are
‘small’ and ‘big’ used for comparative and superlative construc-
tion by employing ‘er’ and ‘est. Secondly, English does not have a
system of denoting diminutives in adjective class except for
certain general expressions in the noun category, while Pashto has
a wide range of diminutive expressions in the formation of
adjectives that makes it more productive in conveying multi-
layers of connotations through a single unit. The findings
regarding the declensions in adjective categories in English in
this study are similar to the previous studies conducted by Bin
Mukhashin (2018) and Naciscione (2010) in that it has an
analytical diminutive marking mechanism that denotes a few
lexical markers in distinctive forms such as ‘tiny’, ‘small’, and
‘little’ before the noun categories which limits its productivity and
diminutive function.

The inflections in Old English indicate marking case, gender,
and degree of comparison. In Middle English (1100 to 1500 A.D),
the inflections for marking, gender, and case entirely dropped out.
In Old English (450 to 1150 A.D), the adjective ‘eald’ (old)
denoted masculine singular nominative case but inflected with ‘e’
for demonstrating masculine plural nominative case such as
‘ealde’ attached with the ‘e’ inflection. The word ‘eald’ (old)
indicated a feminine singular nominative case in Old English but
inflected for plurality with ‘ae’ to mark the feminine plural
nominative case. Old English employed the adjective ‘eald’ (old)
to denote-neuter singular nominative case. For indicating neuter
plural nominative case, it was inflected with ‘e’ such as in ‘ealde’.
The adjective used for marking masculine singular accusative case
was ‘ealdne’ (old). For denoting the feminine singular, it changed
to ‘ealde’ and the adjective was altered to ‘eald’ form to indicate
the neuter singular accusative. The Old English language was a
highly inflectional language that marked the number, gender, and
case, unlike Modern English. Modern English has limited
inflections in marking adjectives, while Pashto retains an
extensive inflectional system that marks numbers, gender, and
case and has a strong diminutive mechanism.

Influences of high inflectional languages on English and
Pashto. The analysis demonstrated two distinct patterns of
diminutive morphological function in nouns and adjective cate-
gories between English and Pashto. Interestingly, the findings
revealed that the mechanism of inflection in Pashto associates it
with ancient languages such as Greek because they were highly
inflectional and, consequently, facilitated productivity in commu-
nication to a larger extent. In Ancient Greek, all words were formed
through inflectional suffixes such as ‘eu’ that denote masculine,
feminine, singular, and plural. This element plays an important role
in the distinction of gender. ‘Wall’ in Greek denotes masculine
gender, while ‘door’ refers to feminine and ‘floor’ is neutral. All
nouns and adjectives are peculiar for the inflection of nominative,

accusative, and vocative cases and reflect the language’s productivity
aspects (Davies, 1968). These characteristics of the Greek language
are common to Pashto in marking the nouns and adjectives on the
one hand and distinguishing English from Pashto on the other.
Swanson (1958) argues that in the Greek language, there exist eight
different types of diminutives used by Aristophanes for producing
various kinds of comic formation in the text. Watt (2014) ascertains
that in Modern Greek, the diminutives play a depreciative function
through adjectives and nouns. An adjective such as ‘ksinos’ is used
to indicate ‘sour’ in Modern Greek, but to denote a diminutive
connotation, it changes to ‘ksinotsikos’, which means ‘sourish’.
Similarly, the adjective ‘askimos’ meaning ‘ugly’ changes to ‘aski-
mulis’ to convey a diminutive expression. Modern Greek has an
extensive noun and adjective formation process through inflectional
morphemes, which provide choices to the interlocutors, conveying a
wide spectrum of semantic and pragmatic connotations. The clas-
sical Greek language had numerous diminutive morphological
compositions. It carried a variety of inflectional morphemes in
terms of nouns and adjectives that represented many declensions
(word endings). Furthermore, these grammatical associations were
represented by the endings as well as in-fixations of the nouns and
adjectives rather than any other external isolated segments.

Greek is considered a highly inflectional language because the
suffixes attached to the end of the words mark all cases, but English
employs a has a simple and predictable mechanism for marking
genitive cases (possessive). The genitive case is represented by the
inflection ‘s’, for example, in the word ‘boy’ ‘boys’, and ‘girl’ ‘girls’.
The Pashto language has a different system that includes numbers,
gender, and case. The vocative case, which morphologically marks
the masculine as well as the feminine, like the word ‘mashom’
(baby), denotes a masculine singular baby, and the declension form
‘mashoman’ indicates the plural ‘babies’., The inflected form
‘mashoma’ represents the feminine singular baby, and the inflected
form ‘mashomano’ shows the vocative plural form. Interestingly,
even all these words could convey a diminutive function depending
on the intention of the speaker to employ them either in a
pragmatic context by simply conveying the literal meaning or
making it a depreciative expression to convey the meaning that
someone is adult, but yet acts like a child or is being silly (Table 3).

Pashto seems to be as similar to Greek as it is different from
English in diminutive morphological function. Both Pashto and
Greek retain grammatical gender where all nouns and
adjectives are categorized according to the gender system
employed by the grammar in their languages and, consequently,
have a higher level of productivity. The only variation between
Pashto and Greek gender patterns is that the neutral gender
does not exist in Pashto. Hence, the Pashto morphological
system of nouns and adjectives is largely influenced by the
Greek morphological system than by English. However, to a
certain extent, English and Pashto inflectional morphology,
particularly in terms of nouns, is similar to that of the Greek
language. Here, the findings resonate with the previous studies
carried out by Fernández (2011) and Valeika and Buitkiene
(2003), who assert that of the languages descended from the
same parental group, some have lost the inflections over time
while others still retain them as in the case of Pashto.

Table 3 The inflection of adjectives in Pashto.

Description Inflection adjective Singular Plural diminutives

Masculine animate adjectives y beautiful khkulay khkuli >ǿ
Feminine animate adjectives y White Spina Spiney >Spinchaky
Masculine animate adjectives an poor Grarib Ghariban >Gharibanan
Ending with zero morpheme n wide plan plan >Plany/Plano
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Two basic reasons account for the dissimilarity of the inflectional
mechanism in these two languages. First, Cook (1985) argues that
Chomsky’s theory about Universal Grammar divides languages into
two components: parameters and principles. Every natural language
operates in similar principles, but the parametric variations
bifurcate them into different sections and, resultantly, involve
dissimilar morphological functions. Second, all-natural languages of
the world are non-linear, i.e., they are emerging and open to
changes due to the evolutionary process involved over time. Kozulin
(2003) argues that new lexemes enter into languages due to socio-
cultural impacts on languages. Kozulincompared the evolution of
natural languages with the eddy of water, which gyrates across and
changes into multiple shapes. Every language attains new features to
serve the grammatical, pragmatic, and semantic components,
dropping out many archaic features. Similarly, all modern
languages, English, for example, have lost the inflectional features
it inherited from parental proto-languages to a greater extent. Old
English had rich morphological inflections and was known as a
highly inflectional language, but it is no longer inflectional. In this
way, it is logical to ascertain that English has given up the influences
from complex Greek morphology to a larger extent. As a result,
Modern English has extensively lost the diminutive function and
productivity in a pragmatic context. Conversely, Pashto retains
significant productivity in contrast to English. By virtue of being
more inflectional like Greek, it seems to be morphologically closer
to the Greek language in function than English and has an extensive
diminutive morphological mechanism.

Conclusion
This study examined the diminutive morphological function in
noun and adjective categories between Pashto and English. The data
analysis revealed that Pashto and English have a distinct pattern of
diminutive morphological function in nouns and adjectives despite
certain similarities in noun class. The noun’s inflectional pattern in
English marks it for plurality, generally known as the number. As
for adjectives, they are employed to add to the meaning of nouns.
Contrary, inflectional bound morphemes in the Pashto function for
marking numbers, gender, case, and other features besides a wide
range of diminutives’ semantic and pragmatic functions. Sig-
nificantly, the findings revealed that the diminutive morphological
function in Pashto is quite the opposite of English. The diminutive
function in Pashto is similar in fashion to that of Swahili, Bantu,
and Greek languages, making it more productive than English. By
way of the similarities in the use of declensions, Pashto seems closer
and more similar to Greek than to English. The diminutive mor-
phological patterns of Greek and Pashto mark common nouns and
adjectives for plurality, i.e., number and vocative case. Moreover,
both languages mark masculine and feminine, i.e., gender, the case
features even more strikingly, have a vast mechanism of employing
diminutive connotations compared to English.

The following recommendations are made for future
researchers to investigate the questions raised in this study, which
were left unanswered due to the limitation of this study. Further
investigation into the use and function of diminutives in other
languages, such as Swahili, Bantu, and Greek, to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the underlying mechanisms and
variations in diminutive morphological function across languages.
A comparative study of the diminutive morphological function in
other similar languages, such as Urdu and Hindi, to explore the
similarities and differences in their diminutive systems. An
investigation into the potential impact of cultural factors on the
use and perception of diminutives, such as how they are used in
different social settings and reflect cultural values and attitudes.

This study has contributed to understanding the diminutive
morphological function in Pashto and English, revealing distinct

patterns and differences in their use of diminutives in noun and
adjective categories. The findings suggest that Pashto employs a
wide range of diminutive semantic and pragmatic functions,
making its diminutive morphological function more productive
than English. Moreover, the study has revealed similarities
between the diminutive systems of Pashto and Greek, adding to
our understanding of the historical and cultural influences on
language development. This study has significant implications for
language teaching and learning, especially for those learning
Pashto or English as a second language.

Data availability
Data sharing is not applicable to this research as no data were
generated or analyzed.
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