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Dialectal diminutives in a system and a text

Abstract: The article is an attempt at verifying the general opinion about “a vast multitude” of
diminutives in Slavic languages, including dialects. An analysis has been carried out of texts recorded
by Z. Sobierajski in 1951-1953 and published in a volume of slightly more than 200 pages of texts from
11 locations in western Wielkopolska region (Sobierajski, 1985).

Contrary to the expectations, the number of diminutives in these texts is negligible. They do not
represent more than 0.5% of the registered word forms (whose total number in the volume amounts to
62,711). What is surprising is the redundant, surplus expression of ‘smallness’ by means of the MALY
(small) type. MALY + a diminutive appeared 38 times thus representing 61.29% of the MALY lexeme
in the texts.

Key words: dialectal word formation, dialectal diminutives, system of dialectal word formation, dimi-
nutives in a dialectal text.

Abstrakt: Deminutiva gwarowe w systemie i w tekScie. Artykut jest proba weryfikacji ogolnego
przekonania o ,,ogromnym bogactwie” deminutivow w jezykach stowianskich, w tym kontekscie takze
w gwarach. Ogladowi poddane zostaly teksty nagrane przez Z. Sobierajskiego w latach 1951-1953
i opublikowane w tomie zawierajacym nieco ponad 200 stron tekstéw z 11 miejscowosci zachodniej
Wielkopolski (Sobierajski 1985).

Whbrew oczekiwaniom deminutiva pojawiaja si¢ w tych tekstach w ilosciach $ladowych, liczba ich
tekstowych uzy¢ nie przekracza 0,5% zarejestrowanych stowoform (tych w catym tomie jest 62 711).
Zaskakuje natomiast redundantne, naddane wylozenie ‘matosci’ typem MALY. MALY + deminutivum
pojawilo si¢ 38 razy, co stanowi 61,29% uzy¢ tekstowych leksemu MALY.

Wyrazy kluczowe: stowotworstwo gwarowe, deminutiva gwarowe, system stowotworstwa gwarowego,
deminutiwa w tekscie gwarowym.

This article presents an analysis of the occurrence of diminutives in dialects which
are regarded “the most universal language category (...). They occur in languages
which belong to various language families and groups, spoken by nations with a dif-
ferent cultural and civilisation background” (Heltberg 1964, 93).

The quoted researcher has ventured other opinions; following a closer look, some
of these assumptions call for tackling the issue. She wrote:
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All Baltic and Slavic languages have a vast [bold print — JS] multitude of diminutive forma-
tions, hypocorisms and augmentatives. Wide use and a large number of word formation op-
portunities, coupled with entire grades of shades make diminutives very important rhetorical
terms of expression in these languages (Heltberg 1964, 94).

In the context of dialects, the statement about a “vast multitude” of diminutives is
in conflict with field experience. Irrespective of the research area, the following utter-
ances are very frequently recorded:

: Jesli kto§ jest wzruszony, to mu z oczu plyng ...
: nie wim jak to sie mowi ... nie wim ... zy (!) ...

: Mala lza.

1 nie wim jak to mowic ... tza to fza ...

A mala 1za?

> mata tza ... bo ja wim? ... tezka ...

: Mala sosna.

: sosinka ... taka mala sosinka ...

POBPOEO R0

(Boruja Koscielna, Nowy Tomysl county and commune; informant born in 1913; recording
from 2001).

* ok sk

Q: Co sie pojawia nad palagcym si¢ drewnem?

A: no ... co sie moze pojawic ... dym jak sie pojawia ... znaczy sie skry ... no ... ogin sie
pojawia ... nie ... pomienie ... no ...

Q: Duzy plomien.

A: duzy pomin nie wim ...

Q: A maly?

A: nie wim ...

Q: Maly plomien ...

A: to iskra ... nie ...

Q: A plomyczek?

A: to tyz tam by mogto by¢ ... ale czy my tam na to mowili jakos? ...

(Czechel, Goluchéw commune, Pleszew county; informant born in 1952; recording from
2008).

These two examples come from different dialects of the Wielkopolska dialect. It is
not an indication that this type of utterances is unique to that area. In the subsequent
parts of the analysis, I refer to the area of Lukéw and recordings of dialects from the
historical border between Lesser Poland and Masovia. The structure of these dialects
is also affected by the location on the borderland of Polish (i.e. a West Slavic lan-
guage) and Ukrainian and Belarusian (i.e. an East Slavic language) language areas.

Materials from two very distant dialectal complexes (the dialects of the Lukow
area represent the south Masovia dialect) will allow to indicate features which are not
determined regionally. Notably, dialectology continues to analyse data labelled with
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their spatial (territorial) location and, more and more frequently, time location (taking
into account the informants’ age).

Before I proceed with an analysis of the material, let me discuss the idiosyncrasies
of dialects which, in my opinion, are of importance.

Unlike the general language which exists predominantly in the written form, ours
is a case of a spoken language, upholding the oral tradition. This “life” of dialects was
significant when a majority of their speakers were illiterate. Therefore, the rules which
in a written language are referred to as norms, operated differently. Consequently, dia-
lects do not comply with standards achieved by all types of grammars (or the entire
correctness system) in the writing cultures. When discussing the specificity of oral
language, W.J. Ong wrote: “An oral culture has no vehicle so neutral as a list” (Ong
1992, 42); “Oral cultures tend to use concepts in situational, operational frames of
reference that are minimally abstract in the sense that they remain close to the living
human lifeworld” (Ong 1992, 48-49). And, finally, the most important statement in
this context:

Oral cultures of course have no dictionaries and few semantic discrepancies. The meaning of
each word is controlled by what Goody and Watt (...) call ‘direct semantic ratification’ that
is, by the real-life situations in which the word is used here and now (Ong 2002, 46).

The above determinants largely impact the need of a specific approach to the re-
search basis. A dialectologist who has at his/her disposal even a substantial collection
of territorial registrations (texts) cannot be certain that all the phenomena characteris-
ing a specific dialect have been recorded. I have covered the subject in an analysis of
a collection of over 200 pages of Dialectal texts from western Wielkopolska region by
Z. Sobierajski (Sobierajski 1985) where I pinpointed that the (extensive) book lacks
the fundamental features defining west Wielkopolska dialects (Sierociuk 2012a). I will
make more references to Z. Sobierajski’s texts.

The previously quoted examples from Wielkopolska seem to indicate the interlocu-
tors’ problems with creating diminutives. These fragments of conversations were tar-
geted at obtaining the persistance of diminutives (and partly augmentative forms).
Therefore, an attempt was made to “gain insight into the system” of the dialect. The
aim was to validate the statements documenting the persistence of specific word-for-
mation processes and the productivity of the specific diminutive formants.

Let’s take a look at selected examples documenting the phenomenon in question:

: Czy jeszcze obecnie uzywaja kosy?

: do siana jeszcze nie ... jakis kawaleczki tak ... mate obszary to koso ...
: Pélokragle metalowe narzedzie do recznego wycinania ro§lin.

1 sierp ... a no sierp ... zapomniatam ...

: Czy jeszcze obecnie uzywane sa sierpy?

nie ... w matych ilosciach ... do ze'cia (!) dzies w ogrodku ... czy tak ...
(Grezowka, Lukéw county; informant born in 1937; recorded in 2017).

N ol ol We
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Q: Jak robi si¢ stogi wlasnie?

A: stogi sie robi? ... jes taki dlugi diugi dro'zek ... wkopany w ziemie lekko ... i na okolo ...

Jjaki chcesz tyn stog zrobié ... czy duzy czy maly ... ile tam siana masz ... i do samego konca
. od samego konca jes szerzy ... poznij tak coraz we'zej ... coraz we'zej ... i taki czubek

zostaje tylko ... przy samym tym dro"zku ...

(Grezoéwka, Lukéw county; informant born in 1957; recorded in 2017).

* k%

Q: Z jakich czeSci sklada si¢ radlo?

A: ma lemiesz taki maly ... i odkladnie takie ...

Q: Czym si¢ rozni radlo od pluga?

A: ptugim sie orze ... a redlem sie robi rzo"dki ...

(Brzozowica, Radzyn Podl. county; informant born in 1940; recorded in 2017).

The above examples illustrate what is confirmed in larger dialectal corpora; in or-
der to determine if we are dealing with diminutive meaning we need more field studies
— vide: “ogrodek”, “diugi dlugi drozek”, “rzo"dki”. Field experience shows that these
forms cannot be labelled as diminutives. On the other hand, there are also examples of
communicating ‘smallness” with lexical means: “maly” (small); vide: maly lemiesz.
Field material also provides evidence of the persistence of examples which indicate
unambiguously that not every noun can be a basis for diminutive derivation:

Q: Jak przygotowywano Kkose, Zeby Scinane zboze “ladnie si¢ ukladalo”?

A: no jak? ... to musi bydz dobrze naostrzona ... i trzeba tak kosiskiem operowac ... zZeby
mate pokosy ... bo jak duzy pokos wezmiesz to nie Scio"gniesz ... a jak maly pokos ... mni-
Jjszy pokos ... to sie lepiej uklada pokos ... (Grezoéwka, Lukow county; informant born in
1957; recorded in 2017).

However, this issue is not a part of the analysis presented in this article; here
I only draw attention to it.

To make the picture complete, let me add a different example: my mieli w kuchni
takie male "okno ... (Bytyn, Szamotuly county; informant born in 1931) where one
could expect a diminutive form.

The example below shows an interesting phenomenon:

Q: Prosze opisa¢ jak wyglada soczewica, i co si¢ z nia tradycyjnie robilo?

A: suszylo sie ... to so mate stro"cky (!) ... suszylo sie ... i to sie pozni miocito ...

Q: Jak wyglada ta soczewica?

A: to nieduze stro"czki so ... i ona wyglo'da tak ... to co sie pierogi robi nieraz ... mniejsza
... duzo mniejsza od tego ...

Q: Od grochu?

A: od grochu ... moze tubinu nawet ... (Burzec, Lukow county; informant born in 1937,
recorded in 2017).
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This is a situation dramatically different from the maly lemiesz case where the
change in size is communicated only on the lexical level: mafy. It seems (and lack of
field experience confirms it unambiguously) that this is an example of limiting the
derivative potency; in the dialects under scrutiny, no derivative of /emiesz occurs. In
the latter example, the same lexical element is placed next to an evident diminutive
form: male stro"cky, replaced by a another variant: “nieduzy”. This is therefore an in-
teresting example of redundancy, a semantic surplus to which W.J. Ong referred in the
following way:

Since redundancy characterizes oral thought and speech, it is in a profound sense more nat-
ural to thought and speech than is sparse linearity. Sparsely linear or analytic thought and
speech are artificial creations, structured by the technology of writing (Ong 2002, 39).

In the examples above, “small size” is expressed in two ways: the derived form is
somewhat reinforced in a lexical way (there are frequent situations of doubling the
lexical element: nom mama chleb ... taki maly maly chlebeg upiekia ... (Bytyn, Sza-
motuly county; informant born in 1931); I will discuss it further in the article.

The materials in question contain specimens representing specific usage of the lex-
ical element male dzieciory [Bytyn, Szamotuly county; informant born in 1928].

Therefore, if we top the above list of formants recorded in various dialect-oriented
publications (including Atlas jezyka i kultury ludowej Wielkopolski — AJKLW), the re-
sulting picture will nevertheless be partial. We know that Wielkopolska region dialects
include a diminutive formant -yszek (type: kawalyszek, wianuszek) and that the area is
an arena of competition between the diminutive formants -ik and -ek (type: wozik //
wozek; plocik /| plotek). However, having read the mentioned publications we will be
none the wiser about the actual usage (persistence) of the word formation category of
our interest by speakers of dialects; that knowledge is fragmentary (cf. Sierociuk
2012c). On the other hand, we should consider the specific property of spoken texts
(Sierociuk 2012b) — they lack many features typically regarded markers of specific
dialects, features defining a specific dialect (more in Sierociuk 2012a).

A question arises: do dialectal diminutives share the characteristics of the general,
written language?

K. Kleszczowa referred to these considerations as follows:

Diminutives are a word-formation category revolving around a modification of the object’s
features or the intensity of the notion inscribed in the noun. Just like the inflection-based
category of the degree, diminutives are within this scale: a word indicating a neutral object
with respect to size — a word smaller than the preceding one. This is therefore an act of
comparison rather than mere indication of a small size (Kleszczowa 2015, 160).

The above statement will serve as a basis for excerpting diminutives from texts
provided by over a dozen informants from west Wielkopolska. For the purpose of the
analysis, I have selected the aforementioned “Teksty gwarowe z zachodniej Wielkopol-
ski” by Z. Sobierajski (Sobierajski 1985) which, following preliminary treatment, have
been included into the material corpus of a dictionary of (ethno)dialects in Wielkopolska,
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developed in the Dialectology Laboratory of Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan.
This collection of over 200 pages of text contains utterances by inhabitants of 11 vil-
lages from an area fairly homogenous with respect to dialects and registered mainly in
1951-1953. The texts were obtained from informants born in the late 19" and the
early 20" centuries; therefore they document a dialect from a time when it was still
slightly affected by external factors. Notably, it is the oldest available register of dia-
lects from that area of this size.

The collection of dialectal texts taken into consideration in this article contributes
in total 62,711 dialectal word forms. When an electronic version of the corpus was
being developed, first all the texts were typed in a simplified transcription and, later
on, all the forms in the explorer’s questions were deleted. Next, in the corpus informa-
tion like the informant’s year of birth, his/her initials, place of residence (recording),
the day of the recording and the page in the printed collection was attributed to each
dialectal word form. At the same time, each usage contains a relevant, multi-word
context (an equivalent fragment of the continuous text).

The material from west Wielkopolska contains examples like p“o® po k‘opy wio"zy-
my’ wi'ksze sno‘pki potym, a te male snopki sé" dali (SObZWp87?); A wtedy do‘piro
wid"ze go sie w takie male snopeczki i p'o‘tym ustowio sie takie mate myndylki. W tych
myndylkach przynajmni jeszczy tydzien stoji (...) (SobZWpl08); ludzi — ktorzy mieli
male chatupki (SObZWp86).

This is another case where diminutives are not only expressed by word formation.
What is more, the material excerpted from the collection (subjected directly to analy-
sis) requires some comment: there are many forms there which cannot be deemed
diminutives although in special situations a speaker of a dialect may attribute this
meaning to them (cf. the above statements by W.J. Ong). A case in point is the type
pyrka which in Wielkopolska dialects is frequently alternated with pyra. Pyrka simply
means a ‘potato’ rather than a ‘small pyra’ (fe stare kroliki pasimy “o°wsym, pyrkami
i sianym (SobZWpl17); “ozili my pyrki z p*ola. Te pyrki buly na polu przykryte m*ocno
ze zimio™ (SobZWp105)). Likewise, lack of a diminutive function is reflected in exam-
ples like koszyk, worek etc. (my po kolana hakali i do koszykow i do workow sypali
(SobZWp140)).

K. Kleszczowa commented on this situation:

The problems in evaluating the value of the diminutive word form stem primarily from the
multiple functions of the formants which create the value. Of course not all the -ka, -ek
functions or the -ko function are of significance to the considerations (Kleszczowa 2015,
161).

Very frequently, in this situation we deal with formal diminutives which, as detailed
research shows, can also be subjected to a cartographic analysis (Kloferova 2004).

' For the sake of this article, a parallel corpus of Wielkopolska dialects has been reviewed containing
now more than 1,500,000 word forms (dialectal usage).

2 SobZWp is a source abbreviation beyond bibliographic data, it also contains the page number; hence
SobZWp87.
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Let me therefore proceed with issues referred to in the second part of the article’s
title — diminutives operating in a dialectal text. I should also comment on K. Helt-
berg’s opinion on a “vast multitude” of these formations. In this situation, a question
arises: how frequent are diminutives in dialectal texts?

Z. Sobierajski’s texts from west Wielkopolska include:

— the -yszek formant confirmed in total 4 times (czepyszek, garnyszek, rzymyszek
— the latter twice) and this formant is widely recognised as “typical” of Wielkopolska
dialects;

— the -oszek formant, in total confirmed 3 times, where one derivative is preceded
by the word konsek ‘(a small) bite’; these are: dziecioszek and chleboszek (and once
konsek chleboszka);

— the -aszek formant, confirmed four times in robaszek.

(Due to the regional characteristics), the -eczek formant (bocheneczek, szkopeczek,
wianeczek), confirmed five times, provides a specific context; however, once a deriva-
tive with this formant is accompanied by an adjective (mafy snopeczek).

This very list proves that diminutives are not highly represented in the text. On the
other hand, the list does not give an indication of the general situation.

The lists compiled with reference to the corpus containing the word forms from
Z. Sobierajski’s collection of texts allow to shed some light on the issue.

Therefore, in a collection of dialectal utterances published on more than 200 pages,
the respondents used word forms 62,711 times. The diminutives of our interest or ones
that should be considered in this context included:

— 208 diminutives where the group includes derivatives which, in a specific dialect,
have units that could be at the basis of the derivation process; this amounts to 0.3316%
of the text;

— 29 examples that could be deemed formal diminutives — 0.046% of the text.

Let me also refer to other data, namely examples with multi-functional -ek, -ka etc.
formants. I have counted 646 of them which represents 1.03% of the text.

The above data are not impressive. Obviously, they should be confronted with at
least two sets: a corpus of written texts (preferably by authors from Wielkopolska)
with respect to the persistence of diminutives. On the other hand, it would be very
useful to present “statistical” analyses of similar texts (where the regional identity of
dialectal affinity has been maintained).

Nevertheless, this analysis provides insight into the idiosyncrasy of dialects, in this
case dialects of west Wielkopolska. However, some peculiarities occurred also in materi-
als depicting other dialects (here, dialects from Lukow area in eastern Poland). It seems
that dialects from the general area of Poland share a redundant, surplus display of ‘small
size” by means of the MALY (small) type (see e.g. mafe stro"cky).

The textual use of the MALY lexeme in the context of using diminutives also calls
for a closer look. The corpus (west Wielkopolska corpus) includes:

— MALY (in various forms of the gender) occurring 62 times, while the cluster

— MALY + diminutive occurred 38 times; this represents 61.29% of the textual
usage.

What is interesting in this list is (barely) three occurrences of the regional form
MALKI (matki synek — SobZwP126; matki synus — SobZWpl27 and matkie go'sio"tka
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— SobZWP126) next to a diminutive; however, these are the only contexts of the tex-
tual use of this form of an adjective. It is difficult to determine unambiguously if this
form is related in the texts to diminutives; nevertheless, the phenomenon itself de-
serves more attention in the future.

What is more, the comments presented here clearly confirm that the ultimate pic-
ture of the complexity of word-formation processes (and it seems unimportant if it is
true only for dialects) to a large extent depends on the way in which the material has
been obtained. Focusing exclusively on a description of examples recorded in the
course of special explorations does not allow to identify the degree of their persistence
(here: rare) in the entire linguistic environment. When examining dialectal phenomena,
idiolects should also be taken into consideration as in some situations (with a limited
number of informants), they may blur the picture. An analysis of relatively large cor-
pora proves unambiguously that in this type of research the generation factor is of
importance. The available modern research methods confirm it beyond any doubt (see
Sierociuk 2015).

A confrontation of the examples referred to above is also evidence that it is hard to
discuss the specificity of dialectal word formation with respect to data obtained during
explorations for the purpose of atlases. In general, the interest in the complexity of
word-formation elements grows as synchronous word formation occurs (here,
M. Honowska’s work Ewolucja metod polskiego stowotworstwa synchronicznego
(w dziesiecioleciu 1967-1977) [1979] is of great importance). In a majority of dialec-
tological questionnaires (especially the earlier ones), word-formation issues are treated
marginally. It is also the case with the materials obtained for the AJLKLW where word
formation is not largely represented: out of 645 questions in volume I, including vo-
cabulary, inflection, word formation, there are 123 references to word building al-
though there are also questions definitely exceeding proper word forming like: “Are
Sformations... still in use?” (Sobierajski 1972). The word-forming structure of selected
units was frequently presented with reference to an analysis of specific lexemes, dic-
tionary entries. Very frequently, a “habit” from analyses of general language material
prevails where an assumption is adopted that any unit with a transparent structure in-
cludes a word which is a starting point for the derivation. There is also an indirect
assumption that similar relations rule dialects. As it happens, a proper description of
the processes of dialectal word formation requires simultaneous access to an entire
derivative pair: the derivative and the word which is a word-forming basis. In a dia-
lectal environment, these relations are often non-existent. From the point of view of
word-formation relations observed in a dialectal environment, sometimes (e.g. in
Wielkopolska dialects) kosiarz will be an indivisible word because what a kosiarz
(haymaker) does is sieczenie (cutting); therefore the relation between kosiarz and siec
does not document the word-formation relation (Sierociuk 2001; Sierociuk 2003).

One final remark: I do realise that the material subjected to statistical analysis rep-
resents one type of dialects. As we know, in dialectology taking into account the terri-
torial diversity lies at the heart of this discipline of science. In this situation, we should
assume that, also in this respect, there may be specific differences between dialects of
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various dialectal complexes. However, field experience proves that, while these differences
should be considered, the results of the analyses will remain within the same ranges".
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