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Summary. The article deals with English diminutives from the perspective of
Speech Act Theory. Central to the research are commissive speech acts, which are
performed either by the speaker or by both the speaker and the hearer. Those speech acts
imply that the speaker is obliged to behave in a certain way. Besides, special attention is
paid to the main word-building patterns of forming diminutives (synthetic and analytical).
The article follows the theoretical postulates of J. Searle, K. Schneider, A. Wierzbitska,
etc., and considers the ideas put forward by contemporary scholars (e.g. P. Bialy,
A. Buriakovskaia, A. Kiklewicz). The corpus of the study is based on popular writers’
works for children (e.g. R. Dahl, J. Strong, J. Wilson) wherein the defined diminutive-
based commissive speech acts comprise those of offer, announcement, suggestion, promise
and threat. It has been found that diminutives in offers are realized for minimizing the
speaker’s efforts and the hearer’s benefit, and for saving his/her “face”. In announcements
diminutives contribute to minimizing the speaker’s benefit while in suggestions they serve
for minimizing the hearer’s efforts. In promises diminutives function for minimizing the
speaker’s responsibility for his/her words in case of not fulfilling the promise. In threats
diminutives modify the speaker’s responsibility for what has been said, and testify to
increasing inner emotional tension and the conflicting features of the dialogue. The results
of the empirically-based study are presented in the quantitative analysis of English
diminutives in children’s prose, which estimates the number of their occurrences in the
above mentioned speech acts. It testifies that diminutivity is most frequently realized in the
commissive speech acts of suggestion and threat. The minimal number of diminutive
occurrences is found in the speech acts of offer.
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1. Introduction

Speech Act Theory has been in the focus of attention of scholars’ research in
pragmatics (e.g. J. Austin 1975; J. Searle & D. Vanderveken 1985; Van Dijk 2009;
A. Wierzbitska 1991; D. Wunderlich 1980). Consequently, there have been created various
taxonomies of speech acts. Commissives’ presence in most of them accounts for the
objective of this paper: to analyze the peculiarities of commissive speech acts based on
diminutives. As diminutivity needs a more extensive investigation and deserves a more
careful consideration, it is viewed from the perspective of its pragmatic properties, with the
emphasis on the speech act theory. Speech acts being context oriented (i.e. “rarely occur as
independent of the communicative context” [1, p. 76]) and diminutives being typical of
“communication with or by children or in children’s stories” [2, p. 118], children’s prose
domain presents the target material of this study (e.g. works by R. Dahl, J. Wilson,
J. Strong, etc.). The novelty of the current research results from the analysis of diminutives
from the perspective of the speech act theory in the abovementioned domain. The corpus
comprises forty-one diminutive-based commissives selected by means of employing the
manual selection procedure. The total number of pages of the texts is over one thousand.

Diminutives are vocabulary units, which either denote a small size, “express an
attitude on the part of the speaker towards the referent”, or “serve different pragmatic
functions in interpersonal interaction” signalling “emotional closeness, affection and
informality” [3, p. 289]. From the point of view of their formation, there are two main
types of diminutives in English: synthetic and analytical. Synthetic diminutives are those,
which are formed by means of affixation. K. Schneider [4] distinguishes fourteen
diminutive suffixes in contemporary English. According to A. Buryakovska the semantics
of diminutives in English is of Germanic origin, although it develops under the influence
of close contacts with various linguocultures [5]. It results in the presence of foreign-origin
suffixes in English diminutives. The diminutive suffixes -ine, -ette, -otte are borrowed
from French; -y, -ee, -ie, -ey — from Scottish dialect; -let — from Middle English, from

Middle French -elet; -etto, -ett, -illa, -illo — from Italian and Spanish, etc. [6, p. 30].



Analytical diminutives are formed according to the pattern ‘adjective+noun’ with the help
of the adjectives little, small, tiny, teeny, teeny-weeny, wee, petite, miniature, microscopic,
minute, etc.. In addition, there are other types of diminutive formations: reduplicative
forms (e.g. Rosy-Posy), an echo-word formation (e.g. teeny-tiny), hypocoristic forms (e.g.
Edward — Ed — Eddie) [7, p. 77-78].

Commissives are speech acts (SA) that are related to future actions. However, unlike
directives, whose actions are performed by the hearer, commissives’ actions are performed
either solely by the speaker or by both the speaker and the hearer. According to Searle
[8, p. 37] “in utterances with the commissive point the speaker commits himself to carrying
out the course of action represented by the propositional content”. Commissives oblige the
speaker to behave in a certain way [8, p. 124; 9, p. 182-183]. The illocutionary verbs to
denote this SA are promise, guarantee, vow, suggest, foresee, agree, etc. Their umbrella
locution is “I’ll do my best”, “I'm likely to do”, “I promise that I probably will”, and
others.

2. Results and Discussion

As the result of the analysis there have been found occurrences of the diminutive-
based commissive SA of offer, suggestion, announcement, promise and threat.

2.1 Speech acts of offer

The speech act of offer refers to the future action performed by the addresser, which
is beneficial for the addressee. According to the classification proposed by K. Schneider,
all the SA of offer are divided into offering help (they do not depend on the context and
situation, however, result from social norms) and conventional offer of hospitality (they
are limited by specific situations with definite social roles and norms) [4, p. 181]. Lorena
Pérez Hernandez [10, p. 311] distinguishes such types of offers: (1) those which involve
the transfer of the object from the speaker to the addressee; (2) those which simply involve
the performance of the speaker of an action which is beneficial to the addressee. In the SA
of offering hospitality, the speaker acts when he/she is obliged to make an offer and the

hearer is obliged to accept the offer, because in terms of politeness it is unacceptable to



reject an offer of hospitality. It is the addressee of an offer that is expressed by a
diminutive. In this case, the diminutive functions as a material category, not as a social
one.

The SA of offering hospitality can be interpreted in the following way: “I want you
to accept Z%™ — supposing that you can refuse to take what | am giving you, and wishing to

make you do what | tell you to by referring to its small size or_its unimportance: | want

you to accept Z4im

(1) “Then take something, ma’am,’” said Mr. Bumble soothingly. “A little of the
wine?” [11].

In (1) the speaker uses the diminutive little in order to diminish the number of his
efforts and the amount of the hearer’s benefit, respectively. Moreover, it is done not just to
offer a little amount of wine, but, on the contrary, to have the interlocutor accept the offer
which she will not be able to reject, only on condition that it does not contradict social
norms (explicitly “Well, I will, only if just a little”).

Thus, diminutives in the SA of offering hospitality are used as the means of the
politeness strategy for saving the interlocutor’s “face™:

(2) “It must be a very pretty dance,” said Alice timidly. “Would you like to see a
little of i?” said the Mock Turtle [12].

In the SA of offering help the addresser expresses his/her wish to help the addresser
in some way. K. Schneider states that diminutives modify only the SA of offering
hospitality, not offering help. In case the latter are diminutive-based, they are found to be
threatening the addressee’s “face”: if his/her efforts of performing an action are minimized,
the addresser’s help will be useless [4, p. 182]. However, in the given research, we found
occurrences of the SA of offering help, which are modified by diminutives:

(3) “I'll take little Clive off your hands for an hour or so, ” she offered [13, p. 74].

In (3) the addresser-child offers the addressee-mother help in taking care of the
younger brother. The diminutive little Clive is an inner diminutive, i.e. the one used for

expressing attitude rather than modifying the illocutionary force.



However, theoretically, in the SA of offering help there can occur diminutives
modifying the illocutionary force of the SA. E.g. “Can I give you a little help?” This
artificially formed SA of offering help implies that the addresser minimizes his/her efforts
for saving the addressee’s “face” and benefit (explicitly “If the help is insignificant, you
will not reject it ™).

2.2 Speech acts of announcement

The speech act of announcement is related to the future action performed by the
speaker and for the speaker’s benefit only. In this SA the speaker performs an action of
his/her own accord and benefits from it. The future action announced by the speaker
depends neither on the speaker’s nor on the hearer’s agreement. In this case, the hearer
does not benefit from it and does not make efforts.

The diminutive-based SA of announcement can be rendered in the following way: “7
am planning to do Z%Mm — supposing that you may dislike what | am going to do, and

wishing to avoid your negative reaction, | say, referring to the small size or unimportance

of what | am going to do: | am planning to do Zdm ”.

In the SA of announcement, the addresser predicts an action, which he/she is
planning to do in the future, and is going to benefit from. In this case, the diminutive is
used for the sake of minimizing the positive effect of the action on the addresser and
avoiding the addressee’s negative criticism:

(4) “I'm going to be my mum’s little treasure ” [14, p. 169].

In (4) the diminutive aims at minimizing the degree, amount, size of the benefit for
the addresser (little treasure instead of treasure).

2.3 Speech acts of suggestion

The speech act of suggestion presupposes benefit for both participants of
conversation who are going to perform an action together. Thus, they are going to share the
efforts and benefit of the suggestion. The SA of suggestion can be considered as directive
commissives because they comprise two components: directive (the speaker wants the

hearer to perform an action) and commissive (both the speaker and the hearer are



responsible for performing an action, whose performance depends on the hearer’s
agreement).
The SA of suggestion implies: “I wish we would do Z%™ — supposing that you can

be unwilling to do what | want us to do, wishing to make you do it, | say by referring to its

small size, unimportance, easiness or pleasantness: | want us to do zdm”,

Diminutives in the SA of suggestion refer to the future event whose importance is
“diminished” with their help for the addressee to more willingly agree:

(5) “What say if we do a little work for our supper?” He cried, rippling his muscles.
“Come on, fellers! Who'’s for some exercise?” [15, p. 9].

In (5) the addresser encouraging his colleagues to work employs the analytical
diminutive little work, minimizing the number of efforts to be made by the addressee.

The SA of suggestion can be aimed at the addressee’s (6) or both addressee and
addresser’s preferences (7):

(6) “What about asking Granny and Lancelot if they 've seen them?” [16, p. 19].

In (6) the commissive with the illocution of suggestion-compulsion is realized. It is
notable that one of the objects is used in a diminutive form, and the other one in a full
form. The fact is that the woman is the grandson’s blood grandmother while the man is his
step-grandfather. Therefore, the boy uses the non-diminutivized name Lancelot to
demonstrate cold attitude to him; on the contrary, he refers to his grandmother as Granny,
which testifies to his affection and positive attitude to her. In such patterns as what about,
would you like, do you fancy, the decision whether the action is going to be fulfilled
entirely depends on the hearer.

(7) 1 gave him a push and waved at Football. “Come on, let’s play footie then. I'll
give you a real game” [14, p. 142].

Example (7) demonstrates the situation when the diminutive is to create a friendly
atmosphere, empathy and positive attitude to the suggested object, because in such a way
the addresser demonstrates his wish to achieve the perlocutionary effect and encourages

the hearer to act. Both the hearer and the speaker make a decision about performing an



action (let us). The given example testifies to the fact that diminutives in the commissive
SA are formed not only analytically but also synthetically. The stronger perlocutionary
effect of synthetic diminutives requires further research, however, this type of diminutives
In the commissive SA are stronger in terms of expressiveness.

2.4 Speech acts of promise

The speech act of promise is a prototypical commissive. Among all the commissive
SA, promise implies the strongest degree of commitment. It is carried out at the initiative
of another person (the one who is given a promise) and it is usually not the speaker who
benefits from it. According to A. Weirzbicka [17, p. 207] “one of the most intriguing
aspects of promises is related to the obligation which this act imposes on the speaker”. The
scholar views the obligation as a way of achieving the real point of an act of promising. It
is notable that K. Schneider did not find a single example of promise modified by
diminutives [4, p. 179]. He attributes it to the fact that the use of diminutives can question
the sincerity of the fulfilled promise. However, in our corpus such examples do occur:

(8) Of course, there isn’t anything you can do to help Mrs. Quack, but as | told you
in the beginning, what you can’t do others can. Now I don’t say that | can help Mrs.
Quack, but I can try. I believe I'll do a little thinking myself [18].

In (8) the speaker gives the addressee a promise to save the bird. It is necessary to
justify why this example presents the SA of promise not any other one. It cannot be the SA
of announcement, because the speaker does not benefit from performing the action. It can
neither be the SA of offer because the speaker does not offer anything to the addressee.
Thus we treat it as the SA of promise in which the diminutive functions for minimizing the
speaker’s responsibility for his words in case of not fulfilling his promise.

The diminutive-based SA of promise can be interpreted in the following way: “7
promise to do Z%™ — supposing that you want me to do Z, wishing to have you think that |
am obliged to do it and avoid your negative reaction in case | cannot do it, | say: | want

to do Zdem”,




2.5 Speech acts of threat

The speech act of threat differs from that of promise because it is performed not for
the benefit of the addressee. According to another assumption speech acts of threat and
promise “share with other commissives a requirement for satisfaction of a condition on
their propositional content, which must describe a future action or omission, or a sequence
of such actions or omissions, by the speaker”[19,p.216-217]. K.Bach and
R. Harnish [20] state that threat is a directive commissive. On the one hand, the addresser
wants the addressee to perform action 1 (directive), on the other hand — the addresser
pledges to perform action 2 in the future (commissive) in case action 1 has not been
performed, e.g.:

(9) “Now button that lippy little mouth of yours or I'll set light to you” [14, p. 207].

Lorena Pérez Hernandez [10, p. 265] considers the directive-commissive hypothesis
erroneous and suggests that “peripheral members of the threat category can have a higher
degree of politeness as they gradually fade into a more polite speech act like warning”.
However, in our corpus there are no occurrences to illustrate this assumption.

We consider that a diminutive can be used in the SA of threat in order to amplify
expressiveness and antagonism, i.e. it is realized for intensifying the seriousness of the
situation rather than for minimizing the illocutionary force of threat.

Moreover, a diminutive in threat can be employed for expressing a familiar attitude
and displaying superiority of the speaker over the hearer. In this case, the effect of
familiarity is created by means of diminutizing the name of the hearer as well as that of the
speaker or the referent.

(10) “Raymond slapped him on the cheek, hard. ‘Now, now.’ He said. ‘Don’t fight
with auntie, not unless you want to get ‘urt’ ” [15, p. 92].

Diminutive can modify the directive suggestion like in example (10) or modify the

commissive suggestion like in (11):



(11) “When I get back to the station, I'm going to do a little checking up on you,”
he said to my passenger. “Me? What've I done wrong?’ The rat-faced man
asked” [15, p. 33].

Thus, in (11) the use of analytical diminutive does not imply minimizing the
speaker’s responsibility for what has been said in case of not carrying out the threat. It
highlights increasing inner emotional tension and the conflicting features of the dialogue.
Examples (10) and (11) emphasize the difference of realizing diminutives in the promise
and threat as the latter is most threatening SA for the hearer’s “face”. On the one hand, it
ignores the need of the hearer in negative politeness, and on the other hand, it downgrades
the image by a non-serious, familiar attitude. A familiar attitude is also rendered by a
synthetic diminutive in the commissive offer:

(12) “You bears get out of here or I will fetch my daddy, who is a
hunter” [21, p. 14].

A diminutive-based SA of threat can be interpreted in the following way: “I will do
Z%m _ supposing that you do not want me to do Z, wishing to let you know it beforehand,

and willing to express my familiar attitude, 7 say: “I will do Z%™ .

Table 1: Diminutive occurrences in the commissive speech acts

The type of the commissive speech | The number of diminutive The ratio, %
act occurrences
Offer 2 4,9
Announcement 6 14,6
Suggestion 15 36,6
Promise 8 19,5
Threat 10 24,4
Total 41 100

3. Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrate that there have been analyzed such
diminutive-based commissive speech acts as offer, suggestion, promise and threat.
Diminutives in offers are realized for minimizing the speaker’s efforts and the hearer’s

benefit, and for saving his/her “face”. In announcements diminutives contribute to



minimizing the speaker’s benefit while in suggestions they serve for minimizing the
hearer’s efforts. In promises the diminutive functions for minimizing the speaker’s
responsibility for his words in case of not fulfilling his promise. In threats diminutives
modify the speaker’s responsibility for what has been said in case of not carrying out the
promise, and testify to increasing inner emotional tension and the conflicting features of
the dialogue. The data of the quantitative analysis of diminutive-based commissive speech
acts demonstrate in Table 1 that diminutives in speech acts of order (43.1%) and demand
(24.6%) have been most frequently used in children’s prose, while diminutives in speech
acts of pleading (13.8%) have been the least frequently used.

As for the prospects for the future research, they consist in analyzing the
peculiarities of diminutive occurrences in other speech acts, e.g. representatives,

expressives.
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Minnuc E.€., Minuuc FO.b., IlaBawk I.b. KoMicuBHHII MOBJIeHHEBHII aKT 3a
Y4AaCTIO IeMiHYTHBIB (Ha MaTepiaJii AaHIJIOMOBHOI JUTAYO0I IPO3H)

AHoOTamisi. Y 3anporoHOBaHii CTATTI PO3MIIAAAIOTHCS AHTIIHCHKI TUMIHYTHBU 3 TOUKU
30py TeOpii MOBJICHHEBUX aKTIB. Y LEHTPI yBaru JOCIIIKEHHS € KOMICUBHI MOBJICHHERBI aKTH,
SIK1 BAKOHYFOTBCSI JIUIIIE MOBIIEM a00 MOBIIEM 1 cityxadeM. 1[I MOBJIEHHEBI akTH 03HAYAIOTh, 1110
MOBEIIb 3000B’s13aHUH JOTPUMYBATUCS TIEBHOI JIiHIT moBeAiHKH. KpiM 115010, 0coOIMBa yBara
NPUAUISETECS OCHOBHUM CIIOBOTBOPYMM CITIOCOOAM yTBOPCHHS aHTJIMCHKUX JTUMIHYTHBIB
(CMHTETUYHOMY Ta AaHANITHYHOMY). Y Tpoleci JOCHDKEHHS MK TOCIyTrOBYBAJUCS
teopetnuHuMH Tioctynatamu J[x. Cepis, K. [lnaiinepa, A. BexxOuipkoi Ta 1HIIMX JIHTBICTIB,
a TaKkoX pO3MVsiianMd 1€ 3amporoHOBaHI Cy4acHMMH HaykoBisiMU (Hamp.: I1. B’sum,
A. BypsikoBcbka, A. KikneBnd). Ha wMarepiami IOCHiIKEHHS XYHOXHIX TBOPIB BIIOMHUX
JTUTSYUX aHTJIOMOBHUX MucbMeHHUKIB (Hamp.: P. lan, x. Crponr, JIx. YiicoH) BU3HAUYEHO
TaKl KOMICHBHI1 MOBJICHHEBI aKTH 3a Y4acTIO TUMIHYTHUBIB, SIK ‘TIPOIIOHYBAHHS, ‘OrOJIONICHHS
‘mporto3uitist’, ‘o0ilTHKa’ Ta ‘morposa’. JleminytuBu y npononyBanusax (0ffer) peanizosani 3
METOI0 MPUMEHIIEHHS 3aTpaTH MOBLS Ta BUTOIM cllyXada, a TaKkoX 30epexeHHs Horo
“mung”. B orojomeHasx (announcement) 3a g0moMoror AEMIHYTHBIB MPHUMEHIIYETHCS
BUT0JIa MOBIISI, a y MPOMO3MINAX (SUggestion) AeMiHyTHBU CAYT'YIOTh JUIS TPUMCHIICHHS
3aTpar ciyxada. B oOimsgHkax (Promise) aemiHyTHBH MOAHM(DIKYIOTH BIANOBIIaIbHICTE
MOBIISI 3a CKa3aHe Yy BHUIAAKy HEIOTPUMaHHS cloBa, y morpo3ax (threat) Bomwm
JIEMOHCTPYIOTH IIIBUIIICHHS] €EMOIITHOCTI BHYTPIIIHBOTO CTaHY Ta KOH(IIKTHICTH J1aJIOTy
miJ 4Yac MOrpo3u. Pe3ymbTatu AOCHKEHHS EMIIpIYHOTO MaTepialy BimoOpakeHi y
KUTbKICHOMY aHalli31 BUKOPUCTaHHS IUMIHYTHUBIB Y MOBJICHHEBHX KOMICHBHHX aKTax B
aHTIIOMOBHIM gauTsa4iii mpo3i (muB. Tabn. 1). byno BusiBiaeHo, mo Haivacrime
JTUMIHYTHBHICTh PEaIi3y€ThCS Y MOBJICHHEBUX aKTaX IMPOTIO3HMIIIT Ta MOTPO3U, a HAWMEHIII
MOIIUPEHOIO JUMIHYTUBHICTh € Y MOBJICHHEBUX aKTaX MPOMOHYBAHHS.

Kiarw4oBi cjoBa: JUMIHYTHUB, JHMIHYTUBHICTH, MOBHHM aKT, IPOIIOHYBAaHHS,
OTOJIOIICHHS, TIPOTMO3UITisA, OOIITHKA, TOTPO3a.



