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Summary. The current study examines the function
of diminutives in the direct speech of characters in English prose
literature for children and young adolescents, specifically in
representative speech acts. Speakers’ utterances were analyzed
with regard to the meanings of diminutives and a speaker’s
intention in a given speech situation. The analysis involved
looking into the types of diminutive forms (synthetic, analytical,
inherent diminutives), denotation of diminutives, illocutionary
force of utterances that contain diminutives, connotations
of diminutives in the context of speech situations, and speakers’
attitudes. It has been found that analytical diminutive forms are
more recurrent than synthetic ones, and inherent diminutives
are very rare. There have been found two cases of combining
synthetic and analytical forms, and analytical and inherent forms.
Predictably, the prevailing semantic denotation of diminutives is
that of smallness; the semantic feature of unimportance is less
recurrent ([small] and [non-important] in Wolfgang U. Dressler
and Lavinia Merlini Barbaresi’s [1] terminology). A rare but
existing denotation is familiar relationships, but it takes a specific
speech situation for a diminutive to reveal it. In the corpus
of this study, the illocutionary force of representative speech
acts is asserting, claiming, presenting an opinion, persuading,
explaining, denying. The use of diminutives in the speech
of'the characters is aimed to give a reader a better idea about their
social roles, intentions, and attitudes. In the majority of cases,
diminutives boost the illocutionary force of an utterance.
Affectionate or derogatory meanings of the same diminutives,
their connotations depend on the speech situation; a diminutive
may retain or change its presupposed attitudinal meaning
depending on the speech situation, social roles of the speakers,
and their intentions.
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1. Introduction

Communication among interlocutors occurs in a certain dynamic
communicative environment, in which speaking activity has
different purposes. A communicative situation defines (a) the ways
in which interlocutors realize their communicative intentions
and (b) the language means they employ for implementing them.
In the present study we regard a communicative situation in which
a speaker uses diminutives as a complex of external conditions
of communication and internal states of interlocutors that are
reflected in their language [2, p. 56].

Intensive studies of diminutives were carried out by Wolfgang
U. Dressler and Lavinia Merlini Barbaresi [3], Daniel Jurafsky
[4], Dorota Lockyer [5], Klaus P. Schneider [6; 7], Shushan
Khachikyan [8], Hannah Gibson, Rozenn Guerois and Lutz
Marten [9], Yakiv Bystrov, Ella Mintsys and Yuliya Mintsys [10],
and others. K. P. Schneider [11, p. 4] states that “Traditionally,
the term ‘diminutive’ has been used to refer to words which denote
smallness and possibly expressing an attitude. The expressed
attitude can be either positive or negative, i.e. either affectionate
or derogatory, depending on the specific interplay of linguistic
and situational factors in a given context”. He distinguishes between
“three types of diminutive forms: 1) synthetic diminutives formed
by morphological processes, 2) analytical diminutives formed
by syntactic processes, and 3) inherent diminutives, which are
semantically, but not formally related to other items in the lexical
system of a given language” [12, p. 293]. According to Paulina Biaty
[13, p. 39], “Claiming that the same form of a given diminutive
can express a range of different, and even contradictory, meanings,
following Haas (1972: 148), it could be stated that the meaning
of diminutives ranges from endearment and tenderness through
mild belittlement and deprecation to open derogation and insult”;
she also maintains that “Synthetically formed diminutives occur
less often than the ones obtained analytically”.

According to anthropocentric approach in  modern
communicative linguistics and linguistic pragmatics, a speaker/
addresser occupies a core position in the process of communication
(G. R. Hovhannisyan [14], O. M. Leontiev [15], L. P. Susov [16],
T.A. Yeshchenko [17]). Inview of this approach, anumber of scholars
study diminutivity with reference to the dynamics of interaction
between communicators (O. Akay et al. [18], F. S. Batsevych
[19], O. L. Goikhman [20], M. Parzuchowski et al. [21]). The use
of diminutives in a fictional conversation is aimed to give a reader
an idea about social roles, intentions and attitudes of the characters,
and this is where we enter the domain of pragmatics.

Since we discuss the use of diminutives in representative speech
acts, a reference should be made to John R. Searle’s typology
of speech acts [22], which singles out five basic types of speech acts:
representatives, directives, commissives, expressives, declarations,
According to J. R. Searle, “The point or purpose of the members
of the representative class is to commit the speaker (in varying
degrees) to something’s being the case, to the truth of the expressed
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proposition” [23, p. 10]; they include asserting, claiming,
concluding, reporting, stating [24, p. 240; 25, p. 106]. A. Wierzbicka
interprets diminutivity with reference to speech acts [26, p. 97-103].
W. U. Dressler and L. Merlini Barbaresi [27, p. 144-145] state that
the general morphopragmatic meaning of diminutives is [non-
serious] (the same goes for the English unstressed little), while their
morphosemantic denotation is [small] and morphosemantic feature,
[non-important]; connotation of diminutives can be derived from
pragmatics. W. U. Dressler and L. Merlini Barbaresi also claim that
“A [non-serious]-feature added is, among other things, a strategy for
lowering one’s commitment to its illocutionary force” [28, p. 144].

The objective of the current study is to examine the discourse
function of diminutives in representative speech acts of characters
in English prose literature for children and young adolescents.

2. Results and Discussion

The corpus of the study is based on the books of popular
children’s authors R. Dahl, E. Nesbit, J. Wilson, and others. Overall,
we examined 1063 pages of text. The manual selection procedure
was employed to establish the corpus of the speech acts in question.
41 examples of representative speech acts that contain diminutives
were chosen for the purpose of this study. Some of them will be
discussed below along the following lines:

— synthetically/analytically formed diminutives, inherent
diminutives;

— denotation and semantic features of diminutives;

—illocutionary force of utterances that contain diminutives;

— connotation of diminutives in the context of speech situations;

— speaker’s attitude.

The pragmatic meaning of speech acts that contain diminutives,
connotation of diminutives, and speaker’s attitude can be worked
out with reference to the whole speech situation.

Example (1)

‘Anyway. You’ve got a new dolly now. Even better than Bluebell.”

(Wilson, 2001, p. 129) (emphasis added in all the examples).

Amotheris talking to her daughter, who is no longer a little girl; yet
the mother uses elements of the so-called “baby talk”. The diminutive
dolly is synthetically formed; obviously, its semantic denotation is
that of smallness. This mode of talking to a person is chosen in order
to soothe and comfort her. The utterances have the illocutionary
force of persuading; the connotation of the diminutive is humoring
the addressee. The speaker’s attitude is positive, she wants to assure
the addressee that she still cares for her.

Example (2)

‘Hello, Mr. Inspector Man. I’ve come to work with Mummy.’

(Wilson, 1994, p. 40)

The scene is set in a police station. The child explains to
the Inspector her unexpected presence there. The semantic denotation
of the synthetic diminutive Mummy is familiar relationship, rather
than smallness. Similarly, its connotation is relational and emotional
closeness, and the naivety of the child, seeing the inappropriateness
of this term of endearment in the given speech situation. The attitude
is, obviously, positive. The illocutionary force of the speaker’s
utterance is explaining.

Example (3)

‘I know when your birthday is! I’'m your mum. No, these are
special presents for you because you’re my own little girl.” (Wilson,
2001, p.125)

The diminutive is formed analytically. The participants in
conversation, the intention of the speaker, and the illocutionary

force of the utterance are the same as in (1), as well as the semantic
denotation of smallness and the speaker’s attitude. The diminutive
has the connotation of intimacy.

Example (4)

‘The human beans is making rules to suit themselves,
the BFG went on. ‘But the rules they is making do not suit
the little piggy-wiggies. Am I right or left?’

(Dahl, 1982, p. 79)

The speaker, the Big Friendly Giant, whose Englishisabiterratic,
makes a stand for animal rights. The diminutive is a combination
of synthetic and analytical forms. Its semantic denotation is
smallness (seeing that the speaker is a giant). The illocutionary
force of the utterance is presenting an opinion. The connotation
of the diminutive is empathy. The speaker expresses deprecation
of actions of human beings in the first part of the utterance (humans
make the rules that suit them), and warm feelings for animals in
the second one (human rules pose a threat to animal welfare).

Example (5)

‘If 1 am not mistaken, my dear Badger,” he said, ‘we are now
underneath the farm which belongs to that nasty little pot-bellied
dwarf, Bunce.’

(Dahl, 2009, p. 50)

In this example, the speaker’s commitment to the truth
of the expressed proposition is somewhat lower (If | am not mistaken,
... ). Yet it does not concern the second proposition in the utterance
(the farm which belongs to that nasty little pot-bellied dwarf, Bunce),
since the speaker knows that Bunce owns a farm. The illocutionary
force of the utterance is, therefore, claiming. The example is interesting
in two ways. First, the key word dwarf is an inherent diminutive,
whose semantic denotation of smallness is intensified by the attribute
little, thus it is a “junction” of analytical and inherent diminutives.
Second, the speaker’s attitude and the derogatory connotation
of the diminutive are apparent thanks to the lexemes nasty and pot-
bellied; so actually, we do not need the whole speech situation to get
the speaker’s intention — to present an opinion: a strong disapproval
and lack of respect for the third party, the dwarf.

Example (6)

‘Girls are great at footie,” I said. “Well, I am. Let’s play, yea?
No, get lost, little girly.” (Wilson, 2001, p. 74)

(6) is a conversation between a boy and a girl. Both speakers
use diminutives — synthetic and analytical ones, the latter featuring
a combination of synthetic and analytical forms (see also Example
(4)). The girl uses footie in order to make her statement more
persuasive; the diminutive helps to convey the pragmatic meaning
of assertion, wherein she wants to give the impression of being
an old hand at playing football. No, get lost, little girly is not
a representative, but a directive. Yet the juxtaposition of the two
speech acts that contain diminutives is worth our attention. The
first diminutive, footie, has the semantic denotation of smallness,
the semantic feature of lesser importance, and the connotation
of casualness, familiarity. The speaker’s attitude is positive.
The addressee picks up the diminutive tone of the conversation;
however, he uses it for his own purpose — to say “no” to the girl
and to display mild contempt: little girly reveals the speaker’s
mocking attitude towards his interlocutor. In this speech situation,
the two diminutives have opposite connotations.

Example (7)

“You all right, kid?” ‘Oh, yeah. Sure. Just having a little kip on
the pavement,” I mumbled. (Wilson, 2001, p. 74)
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A girl is playing street football with some boys; she is hit hard in
her back with the ball and falls down. Her utterance Just having a little
kip on the pavement and the use of a diminutive is but a brave attempt to
show no signs of weakness. Here we have an analytical diminutive with
the semantic denotation of smallness and the semantic feature of being
unimportant. The illocutionary force of the utterance is denying
the seriousness of the accident. What is said contradicts the actual state
of affairs; it is a violation of Paul Grice’s maxim of Quality: “Try to
make your contribution to one that is true” [29, p. 308], which means
we have to look for some kind of implicature. In this case, the speaker
implies that she is quite able to continue the game. The illocutionary
force of utterance can be classified as asserting. The diminutive carries
the dismissive connotation. Though the speaker tries to pull a brave face
and joke about her nasty fall (the pragmatic meaning of the diminutive
is [non-serious)), her attitude is negative.

Example (8)

‘Pickpockets is coarse and vulgar people who only do easy little
amateur jobs. They lift money from blind old ladies.” ‘What do you
call yourself then?” ‘Me? ~ I'm a fingersmith. I'm a professional
fingersmith.’ (Dahl, 2000, p. 39)

Two characters talk about pickpocketing. One of them,
a pickpocket himself, expresses contempt for his less experienced
“colleagues”. The attributes easy and amateur intensify
the analytically formed diminutive little jobs, highlight its
denotation of smallness and semantic feature of unimportance,
and add the connotation of simplicity. The illocutionary force
of the utterance is claiming that pickpocketing is an “art”, rather
than a simple action.

Thus, the analysis of structural and semantic aspects
of diminutives contributes to our understanding of utterances in
which they are used, the speaker’s intentions and attitudes.

Conclusions

Diminutives are an inherent part of literature for children
and young adolescents. The analysis of diminutives in the direct speech
of characters shows that they are a factor contributing to readers’
understanding of literary discourse. Due to the use of diminutives,
the speech of the characters created by R. Dahl, J. Wilson, and other
authors receives specific features that clearly indicate the social
status of communicators, their relationships with other characters,
intentions, true meanings of their utterances, and attitudes.

The analysis of representative speech acts that contain synthetic/
analytic/inherent diminutives in the texts of R. Dahl and J. Wilson
shows that:

— the analytical form prevails and inherent diminutives are very
few; there have been found two cases of combinations of synthetic
and analytical forms, and analytical and inherent forms;

— in addition to the generally recognized semantic denotation
of smallness and semantic feature of unimportance or lesser
importance, there have been discovered the denotation of familial
relationship;

— the illocutiorary force of the analyzed representatives is
that of asserting, claiming, presenting an opinion, persuading,
explaining, denying;

— positive or negative meanings of the same diminutive unit, its
connotative meaning are predetermined by the situational context;
a diminutive may retain or change its presupposed attitudinal
meaning depending on the speech situation, social roles of speakers,
and their intentions;

— diminutives can boost the illocutionary force of an utterance.
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Minnuce E. €., Kyabuunbka O. O. JuminytuBu y
penpe3eHTATUBHUX MOBJIEHHEBHX aKTaX B AHIJIOMOBHUX
MPO30BUX TBOPAX AJs AiTell i Momommux miunTKiB

Anoranisi. Crarrs mnpucBsueHa mnpoOiemi (yHKITIT
JMUMIHYTHBIB Yy TICPCOHAXHOMY MOBJICHHI B aHIJIOMOB-
HUX TPO30BHX TBOpaX Ui JITEH 1 MOJOANIIUX TiJIITKIB.
BucnoBnoBaHHST TMEPCOHAXIB TMpoaHali30BaHl 3 TOUYOK
30py 3Ha4YCHHS JMMIHYTHBIB 1 HamipiB MOBIB. AHaii3
BKJIIOYAB TaKi aCHEeKTH: TUI IUMiHYTHBHOI (opmu (cuHTe-
TUYHUH, aHAJTITUYHHUHA, ITHTePEHTHUI AMMIHYTHBH), CEMaH-
THYHA JICHOTAIis AMMIHYTHBA, LJNIOKyTHBHA CHJa BUCJIOB-
JIIOBAHHSI, 1[0 MICTUTh JTUMIHYTHB, KOHOTATUBHE 3HAYCHHS
JMUMIHYTHBA B KOHTEKCTI MOBIICHHEBOTO aKTy i MOBJICHHE-
BOI CHTyaIlii, CTaBICHHS MOBIS. AHali3 HAIIOTO KOPITYCY
Marepianxy 3acBiIUWB, 10 aHATITHYHI TUMIHYTUBHI (HOpMH
BHKOPHCTOBYIOTHCS YacCTillle, HI)K CHHTETHYHI, & IHFePEeHTHI
TUMIHYTHUBU TPAIUISIOTHCS piko. BHsBIEHO aBa BUIAAKH
komOiHoBaHux ¢opm: (1) cuHTeTHYHA QopMa y MOETHAHHI
3 aHaNTHYHOMW, (2) aHanmiTHYHA Qopma y TO€HAHI 3 iHTe-
peHTHUM JuMiHyTHBOM. llinkom mnepenbadyBaHO, TpeBa-
JIIOIOYNM CEMAHTUIHUM JCHOTATOM TUMIiHYTHBIB BHSBHB-
cs “Manuii 3a 00csrom, po3MipoM”, a HOro ceMaHTHYHHM
ereMeHTOM — “He BakiuBui~ ([small] i [non-important]
y tepminonorii Bonbdranra V. IIpeccnepa i Jlasinii Mep-
nini bap6apeci [1994]). V nesxkux MOBIEHHEBUX CHUTYa-
LifX 3piJKa TpamaseTbcs ACHOTAT “pOAMHHA OJIU3KICTH”.
VY Hamomy KOpIyci Marepiay penpe3eHTaTHBHI MOBJICHHE-
Bi aKTH MafOTh JDIOKYTHBHI CHJIA CTBEPKECHHS, PHITYIIIEH-
Hsl, BUPQXKEHHS BIAaCHOI TyMKH, IepEKOHYBaHHS, MOSCHEH-
Hs, 3anepedeHHs. JJUMiHYTHBY y EPCOHAKHOMY MOBJICHHI
BHKOPHUCTOBYIOTBHCS 3 METOIO JIaTH YNUTady O17IbII IIOBHE ySIB-
JICHHS PO COIliajibHI POJIi, HAMIpH repoiB, IX CTABICHHS 10
OTOYYIOYOI0 CBITYy. ¥ OUIBIIOCTI BUNAAKIB TUMIHYTUBH Mij-
KPECIIOITh UIJIOKYTUBHY CHITy BUCJIOBIIIOBaHb. [[03UTHBHE
YM HEraTUBHE 3HAYCHHS OJHHMX W THX CAMHX JTUMIHYTHBIB,
ix koHoTauii 00yMOBIIOIOTHCSI MOBJIEHHEBOIO CHUTYalli€lo;
JNIUMIHYTHUB MOXE 30epertu abo 3MIHUTH OLIIHHE 3HA4YEHHS
B 3aJI€3KHOCTI BiJ] MOBJIEHHEBOI CUTYallii, COLliaJbHUX pOIeH
MOBIIiB Ta X HaMipiB.

Kuarouosi ciioBa: TuMiHYTHB, penipe3eHTaTHBHII MOBJICH-
HEBHI aKT, ICHOTAIlis, KOHOTAIIis, IJUIOKYTHBHA CHJIA.
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