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The paper examines the visibility of Argentine Spanish in texts intended

to be read by speakers of Spanish of different national origin, speaking

different varieties with an orientation towards different norms. It is

argued that the language academies, whose regulatory discourses are at

the centre of the Spanish pluricentricity debate, are not the sole agents

shaping language beliefs. The patterns of language use speakers are

exposed to are also assumed to have an impact. Varieties used as

“default” varieties – in contexts that do not suggest negative

connotations or low social prestige – are good candidates for being

accepted as de facto standards. Of course, this view presumes a wider

definition of “standard language” than that inherent in “traditional”

work on standardisation (e.g. Haugen 1972).

1 . S p a n is h a s a p lu ric e n tric la n g u a g e – th e v is ib ility o f A rg e n tin e
S p a n is h

Saying that Spanish is a pluricentric language (e.g. Bierbach 2000;

Oesterreicher 2001; Thompson 1992) seems a truism today in sociolinguistics, and

this despite the fact that on the institutional level the implementation of pluricen-

tricity is far from being accomplished (Amorós Negre & Prieto de los Mozos 2017;

Greußlich 2015). The Real Academia Española (RAE) and its sister academies,
1

in

charge of both national and suprastatal language policies in their respective coun-

tries, embrace the guiding principle of panhispanism rather than pluricentricity,

emphasising the common core of the different varieties. And although the Ameri-

can language academies have gained influence in recent years, critical voices

point out that organisational culture resonates traces of the colonial dominance of

Spain up to the present day (e.g. Del Valle 2007; Lauria & López García 2009; Del

1
There are at the moment 23 language academies, most of them based in Spanish-speaking countries, but

also in the US, which is home to a significant number of Spanish speakers, the Philippines and Equatorial

Guinea, where Spanish was (Philippines) or still is (Equatorial Guinea) an official language. The latter do

not play a major role in the pluricentricity debate, since Spanish is not considered a symbol of national

identity there.
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Valle & Villa 2012).
2

The long-standing leadership of Spain in questions of linguis-

tic culture also finds its reflections in speakers’ attitudes. Peninsular Spanish is

still rated highly in terms of correction by both speakers from Spain and other

Spanish speaking countries (Llull & Pinardi 2014; Yraola 2014). At the same time,

however, speakers in Argentina and Mexico increasingly value their own varieties

(Llull & Pinardi 2014; Morett 2014).
3

With respect to the relationship between the traditional standard

emanating from Spain and the newly emerging standards, the situation is one of

asymmetric pluricentricity, in which the old standard is the dominant model.4

The degree of pluricentricity is not uncontroversial. The newly emerging

standards differ in prestige and legitimacy, and this is not only a question of

whether we adopt the perspective of the respective speech communities of

outsiders (and especially that of the community which represents the traditional

standard), of sociolinguists or lay people. Also within the individual speech

communities, there are speakers valuing their own variety, others firmly

believing in the superiority of the peninsular standard, and again others

endorsing both of these seemingly contradictory views at the same time. Even

evaluations by linguists can yield different results depending on the criteria

applied (degree of codification, institutional support, language attitudes, domains

where the variety is considered ‘standard’ etc.).

Linguistic discussions of the topic so far focused mainly on the representa-

tion of non-dominant varieties in linguistic reference books published by the lan-

guage academies (namely the RAE and the Asociación de Academias de la Lengua

Española (ASALE)) (e.g. Borrego Nieto 2013; Greußlich 2015; Lauria 2017, 2018;

Tacke 2011). The focus is on language ideals and the translation they find in acts

of language regulation. This paper adopts a different perspective, focusing on the

visibility of varieties, and thus on an aspect related to language practices. More

precisely, the question discussed will be the visibility of Argentine Spanish beyond

its habitual context of use, i.e. in other Hispanic speech communities with na-

tional varieties of their own, due to its distribution in transnational media. It is

2
For a more positive evaluation of the Real Academia’s efforts towards a more pluricentric language man-

agement cf. e.g. Lebsanft (1998) and Greußlich (2015), who point out that significant progress has been

made.
3

In Argentina, speakers resort to national norms in language practice, but highly value the standard of the

D-nation (Spain). That the national variety is generally deprecated is, however, not true in the case of Ar-

gentina. Although linguistic insecurity is also an issue there, many speakers have a positive attitude to-

wards the national varieties (cf. Llull & Pinardi 2014:47–48).
4

The distinction between dominant and non-dominant varieties (cf. Muhr 2016:25–28) goes back to Clyne’s

(1992:458–460) concept of (dominant) D-nations and (non-dominant) O-nations. Spanish is a typical case
of asymmetric pluricentricity.
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argued that how varieties are used (i.e. their functional range) and how their use

is evaluated is also telling with respect to their status. Varieties that are quite

naturally present without any negative connotations are good candidates for be-

coming perceived to be “default” varieties by a majority of speakers.

The present article will reflect on the conclusions to be drawn from the

presence of voseo, a variant of 2nd person singular forms of address considered

typical of Argentine Spanish, in transnational contexts. The examples that will be

discussed include the Spain-based newspaper El País and Almudena Grandes’ novel

Los pacientes del doctor García. Both represent media with a somewhat hybrid status

concerning their anchoring and their intended scope of distribution. El País is a

national Spanish and at the same time (self-proclaimed) global newspaper with

collaborators in other Spanish-speaking (and also non-Spanish speaking)

countries, and Almudena Grandes is a Spanish writer whose novels target a

transnational hispanic reading audience. Both cases represent what we might call

pluricentric communication contexts, because they involve speakers with

orientations to different standard norms of Spanish.

2 . P lu ric e n tric c o m m u n ic a tio n a n d th e n o tio n o f ‘s ta n d a rd ’

While pluricentricity – as the name already insinuates – is a concept

referring not to differences in language use, but to the plurality of normative

centres and thus models of language, it still has implications for communication. In

communication, speakers are guided – at least to a certain extent – by correctness

notions, which may vary according to the communicative context. Although – as

empirical studies have shown – language production might not always comply

with these notions,5 the norm of reference considered valid in a given situation

provides a framework for speakers’ evaluations of utterances and texts (both

spoken and written; henceforth simply referred to as ‘texts’) to which they are

exposed.

In what I propose to call a pluricentric communication context, the speak-

ers involved use (and are used to) different linguistic varieties associated with dif-

ferent countries. They belong to different speech communities within a larger

language community, each of them with their own sets of norms of usage and cor-

rectness valid in their respective sub-communities. In transnational Hispanic me-

dia with an audience of diverse varietal backgrounds, text producers have to de-

cide to what extent linguistic contents should be adapted in order to facilitate re-

5
Cf. e.g. Behnstedt (1973) for a study on question types in French, which shows that speakers actually use

less standard forms than they believe they do.
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ception for speakers whose own repertoires are guided by diverging models. Nor-

mative conflicts are inherent to this type of situation. For simple reasons of com-

petence, speakers, of course, privilege their own models in the first place. But in

order for a text to be acceptable (and of course, intelligible) for the target audi-

ence, other preferences also have to be taken into account. It is in this vein that

the idea of a “neutral Spanish” arose in the context of the dubbing industry. Of

course, “neutral Spanish” is a myth, and in Argentina a local dubbing industry is

gaining shares on the national market (Staudinger & Kailuweit 2018). The lan-

guage academies tend to ignore issues of conflicting norms. In line with their

guiding principle “unity in diversity”, they do not negate that there is variation,

but they place emphasis on the fact that the differences between national prestige

varieties are minimal (at least in writing), and that common features prevail.

The idea of thinking pluricentricity as a communicative principle is inspired

by Blommaert, who observes that “every environment in which humans convene

and communicate is almost by definition polycentric…there are as a rule multiple

– though never unlimited – batteries of norms to which one can orient and

according to which one can behave” (Blommaert 2011:40). While one could

criticize that Blommaert fails to distinguish between pluricentricity (i.e. the

existence of different standards) and mere diaphasic variation, I think he is right

in pointing out that authorities have multiplied in the wake of general socio-

political changes. This also has consequences for the status of well-established

standard languages. It leads to a situation where linguistic norms in situations of

public language use can be re-negotiated, and where varieties other than the well-

established standards can become more visible.6

As the case of Argentine Spanish demonstrates, the notion of standard

language is no longer restricted to varieties that underwent a concerted process

of standardisation involving all four “pillars” of standardisation as specified by

Haugen (1972: 110) (selection, codification, acceptance, elaboration). Although

subsequent to political independence, Argentine intellectuals instituted a

tradition of affirming linguistic independence (cf. Glozman & Lauria 2012), there

is no fully codified and officially recognised standard. Nevertheless, it is not rare

that even linguistic papers refer to an “español estándar argentino” (e.g.

Fernández Gordillo 2014).

While there is no firmly established standard comparable to the extensively

codified peninsular one, there certainly exists something like a de facto standard

6
Of course, public language use and language in the media in particular is not restricted to the standard lan-

guage, but also involves colloquial varieties (Androutsopoulos (2010: 742); Staudinger (2020: 473–474)).
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consisting of “default” options and characterised by a set of stereotypical features

selected from the repertoire of the national diasystem (cf. Staudinger & Kailuweit

2018: 594). This “standard” is used in contexts associated with the use of standard

language, i.e. formal contexts, public situations and/or communication beyond

the regional scale.7 A nationally oriented reference model emerged not only

driven by affirmations of a distinct linguistic identity, but also a consequence of

habituation to certain patterns of language use by model speakers/writers (not

only, but also in the media).

3 . Th e v is ib ility o f A rg e n tin e S p a n is h in El P a ís

Argentine Spanish is one of the better-known varieties of Spanish according

to recent language attitude studies. In both Spain and Mexico, for example, less

than 2% of the participants questioned claimed not to be familiar with that variety

(cf. Yraola 2014:630; Morett 2014:903). In the case of his Spanish participants in

Madrid, Yraola (2014:555) assumes that this cannot be explained through the

presence of Argentineans in the area, but suggests that this might be due to the

presence of the variety in television, particularly in telenovelas. The presence of

cinematic productions from Argentina – frequently screened in other Spanish-

speaking countries, especially in Spain – might also add to this, as well as the

numerous Argentine-Spanish co-productions (cf. González 2018). And it is also

visible in newspaper texts.

Argentine Spanish:
voseo

Peninsular Spanish
(and other varieties)

(vos) tenés (tú) tienes you have

(vos) pensás (tú) piensas you think

(vos) hablás (tú) hablas you speak

(vos) sos (tú) eres you are

T able(1):voseoandtuteoform s

That Spaniards have an idea what Argentine Spanish sounds like might also

stimulate the use of non-phonetic variants associated with this variety in written

media. One of the salient characteristics of Argentine Spanish (and a notable

difference to peninsular Spanish) is the paradigm of second person singular forms

(pronoun and verbal forms in present indicative).

Table (1) gives examples for four frequent verbs which illustrate differences

between the voseo paradigm as used in the Argentine capital area and the tuteo

7
As María López García points out, textbooks for Spanish used in school are an exception. They are edited

by multinational companies, which use a supranational norm of reference. This is assumed to contribute

considerably to a feeling of linguistic insecurity (cf. López García 2015).
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paradigm as prevalent in peninsular Spanish and many other varieties (hence-

forth referred to as non-voseo-varieties). The pronouns are set in parentheses be-

cause non-emphatic subject pronouns are usually not realised. We can see that the

voseo forms are usually similar enough to be recognizable by speakers of tuteo va-

rieties, which allows for their use in pluricentric communication contexts without

inhibiting comprehension.

Voseo used to be considered a substandard variant both within and outside

Argentina, but in 1982 it was recognised by the Argentine Academy as the local

standard variant (Academia Argentina de Letras 1982). On the transnational level,

the Diccionario Panhispánico de Dudas (1999) published by the RAE and its sister

academies also confers it – almost 20 years later – the status of a

sociolinguistically unmarked variant in the Argentine context, which is accepted

by speakers from all social classes there (DPD 1999:s.v. VOSEO). The Nueva Gramática

de la Lengua Española from (NGLE, 2009) reaffirms this (NGLE 2009:§4.7j). But of

course, as a second person form, voseo is usually absent in formal writing.8 The El

País stylebook does not make any recommendations whether to use or to avoid it.

Voseo forms in newspaper texts are restricted to quotes and interviews.

While they are a recurrent phenomenon, their overall frequency is low, and in

texts by authors whose native variety is characterised by the use of tuteo they are

virtually absent (Staudinger 2020:466, 470).9 What we do not find, however, is a

systematic replacement of voseo with tuteo forms. This is probably because jour-

nalists are urged to preserve the original wording (as far as possible) when quot-

ing statements.

Franz Lebsanft (2020) gives an example showing that voseo forms are

sometimes eliminated through reformulation, but that this is not always the case.

He compares original statements of the Argentine electoral debate with their

reproduction in texts by El País’ correspondent Carlos Cué, a speaker of a non-

voseo-variety based in Buenos Aires. He shows that one and the same statement by

the presidential candidate Daniel Scioli is reformulated with a voseo form in one

text and without a voseo form in another text bearing the name of Cué (Lebsanft

2020:493). This suggests that voseo is not avoided on the grounds that the author

considers it a stigmatised form.

8
Vos is not only the standard second person pronoun in modern Argentine Spanish, but also exists as an ar-

chaic form in peninsular Spanish, e.g. in biblical quotes. Forms of archaic voseo are not discussed in the

present work.
9

Cf. Staudinger (2020), which includes a small-scale corpus analysis on the presence/absence of voseo in

newspaper texts that were published in El País in 2016. For the analysis, 300 texts related to the search

term ‘Argentina’ were selected.
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Overall we can say that voseo is a visible and accepted form in El País, al-

though a marked one. It only appears in direct speech, and thus is somehow set

apart from the rest of the text by the use of quotation marks, i.e. it is metadiscur-

sively marked. Metadiscursive marking (e.g. the use of italics or quotation

marks)10 can be used to indicate that certain elements belong to a different set of

norms (and thus implement a hierarchy between them), or to distinguish between

standard and non-standard uses (cf. Lebsanft 2020:479–480, 490).11

While one could argue that elements marked with quotation marks, such as

direct speech involving voseo forms, are singled out as “non-standard” uses, I

think this issue needs further scrutiny. It is true that quotations containing

second person forms usually reproduce spoken language, and thus preferentially

contain “colloquial” speech. But this does not necessarily entail that these

portions of text are always intended to reflect non-standard usage. Nowadays, the

concept of “standard” is no longer reserved for formal language used in written

media, but also includes the spoken language (cf. Hickey 2012:15). In addition, it

covers stylistically more diverse modalities,12 so there are good reasons to assume

that direct speech can reflect varieties more or less closely related to one or the

other end of the standard–non-standard scale.

This raises the question about what remains of the defining characteristics

of standard language. One is certainly “defaultness”, a feature which is already

mentioned in structuralist writings on standard languages. According to Havránek

([1932] 1964:7), standard languages are modalities that do not attract attention to

form.

Whether voseo is a phenomenon that attracts attention to form in

transnationally distributed newspaper texts or whether it is simply a ‘default’

option when reporting about Argentine reality is a question that can only be

resolved by asking both journalists and their readership. Given that voseo forms

have been present in El País for more than 15 years, I would assume that regular

readers are accustomed to being exposed to voseo forms in this context. This

would also fit in with the observations set out in the following section on the use

of voseo in Los pacientes del Dr. García.

10
Lebsanft (2004:215–216) provides an example from El País, where in a report, terms from Ecuadorian

Spanish are used to designate specific realities of Ecuadorian life. These terms are set in italics.
11

Following Coseriu (1990), Lebsanft does, however, not use the terms “standard” and “non-standard”, but

refers to “exemplary” and “non-exemplary” language modalities (cf. Lebsanft 2020: 480–482).
12

Cf. Mattheier (1997:6–7), who observes tendencies of de-standardisation in connection with a stylistic dif-

ferentiation of the standard languages. The aspect of stylistic diversity is – in line with the 19th century

tradition – largely ignored in the pluricentricity debate due to its focus on standards as models and symbols

of national identity.
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4 . C h a p o Gu z m a n s h o u ld n ’t s o u n d a s if h e w e re fro m V a lla d o lid

Los pacientes del doctor García is a novel by the Spanish writer Almudena

Grandes published in 2017. The story is staged in Spain and Argentina and in-

volves characters from both countries. Although the authorial voice reflects of

course the peninsular Spanish variety, the speech of the different characters ren-

ders features of both Argentine and peninsular varieties. In the utterances attrib-

uted to Argentine characters, voseo forms are used (rather than tuteo forms, which

are part of the native repertoire of the author). We could simply attribute this to a

folkloric interest, but in doing so, we would misinterpret the author’s intentions,

which she sets out in an interview given in Buenos Aires at the National Library.13

The interviewer explicitly addresses the fact that Grandes’ Argentine characters

use voseo, which is something she as an Argentinean finds striking. Grandes then

shares her thoughts on the linguistic choices she made when writing the novel.

This is why this is an interesting case for studying reflections of pluricentricity in

linguistic culture. While Grandes is certainly an “expert language practitioner”,

she is a lay person in terms of sociolinguistic theory and the academic discussion

on Spanish as a pluricentric language.

Grandes justifies her use of Argentine variants recounting an anecdote from

a round table with Spanish speaking authors from different countries, who had

been invited in order to discuss “international” or “neutral” options of language

use in literature. Grandes especially highlights what Mexican writer Jordi Soler

had to say with respect to presumably “neutral” or “international” literary

translations made in Spain, which are also sold on the Latin American markets.

Soler is reported to have observed: “one thing is a ‘neutral’ Spanish…and quite

another that Chapo Guzman’s bodyguards speak as if they were from

Valladolid.”14This clearly demonstrates that “neutral” Spanish is a myth. Grandes

explains that this has made her reflect her own linguistic choices in writing, and

she decided that her Argentine characters should use voseo, one of the

stereotypical features of Argentine Spanish. Ignoring Argentine linguistic usage

would make the story implausible for all readers familiar with that variety.

In an article on journalistic writing in the Spanish newspaper El País, Franz

Lebsanft observes that a newspaper that wants to cover information from a glob-

alised world – characterised by multiple interrelationships on the global, regional

13
The interview with Almudena Grandes is available on Youtube. The quotation can be found at 28:30–28:40

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8Xqb3ZBJNM (last accessed: April 4, 2020).
14

“Una cosa es un español neutro que entienda todo el mundo y otra cosa es que los guardaespaldas del

Chapo Guzmán hablen como si fueran de Valladolid.” Valladolid is sometimes referred to as the “cradle of

Spanish” and stereotypically associated with good language use.
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and local scale – has to make use of all the linguistic resources that this communi-

cative task requires (Lebsanft 2020:479–480). Similarly, writers writing “global-

ised” stories connecting different Spanish speaking countries for a linguistically

diverse Hispanic readership have to manage a range of more and less formal va-

rieties if they want to avoid undesired connotations. Some of these varieties can

become “default” varieties somewhere in the middle between the standard and

non-standard modalities.

5 . C o n c lu s io n

While the focal point of the Spanish pluricentricity debate is the symbolic

value of language as an emblem of both national and panhispanic identity, the

present contribution focussed on language practices by looking at texts written

for a transnational Hispanic readership. The language practices discussed show

that Argentine Spanish is visible beyond its national contexts of use despite being

a non-dominant variety.

This can be taken as an indicator of a development towards a linguistic

culture that incorporates values inherent in the sociolinguistic debate on

pluricentricity. While the language academies representing the Spanish language

certainly exert influence on metalinguistic debates, they are not the sole agents

shaping linguistic beliefs. Patterns of language use by those whom we consider

‘model’ speakers/writers (e.g. teachers, novelists or journalists etc) also have an

impact on our linguistic value systems. Their language use adapts to

communicative requirements in the first place (although normative

considerations may also intervene).

Writing for a linguistically heterogeneous transnational readership and

coping with different communicative tasks in this context involves knowing

different “default” varieties and when to apply them. This questions the idea that

there is something like a standard language that can claim universal validity,

which in turn entails a destabilisation of the foundations of monocentricity and

traditional standard language ideology.
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Factors of variation in World Englishes:
the case of diminutives

Abstract

The paper examines variation of diminutives in World Englishes, concen-

trating primarily on Southern Hemisphere varieties. Both synthetic and

analytical diminutives are analysed. The study shows that the diminutive

“richness” of the variety can be caused by different groups of factors. The

number of diminutives can be determined by the internal factors – the

more diminutives the variety has, the more it is prone to further creation

of new items in the domain by analogy. External factors (language con-

tact) account as well for the diversity of diminutives, leading to numerous

borrowings of diminutive items and the ways of their formation. Envi-

ronmental and social factors can be named among the main extralinguis-

tic factors that predetermine the variation of diminutives in World Eng-

lishes.

1. Introduction

Some scholars note that English is rather poor in terms of diminutives

(Wierzbicka 1992, Grandi 2011), but this is not completely true. The number of

diminutives in English is quite high; several varieties are characterized as highly

pro-diminutive. Mainly this concerns Australian English, where diminutives are

considered as a distinctive feature of the variety (Sussex 2004, Simpson 2004,

Kidd/Kemp/Quinn 2011, etc.).

Australian English is not the only variety one mentions speaking about di-

minutives in English. Scholars note that diminutives in general are characteristic

of the so-called Southern Hemisphere Englishes, including English in Australia,

New Zealand and South Africa (Bauer 2002; Trudgill 2004), therefore in this article

I will concentrate primarily on the distinctive features of diminutives in these va-

rieties. According to Kachru (1992), the varieties under discussion are considered

as inner-circle ones, together with British, Irish, American and Canadian Eng-

lishes. The status of South African English is subject to numerous discussions

(Bauer 2002) due to the low percent of population using English as a native lan-

guage, a large number of ESL speakers, and acquisition of English by patterns of an

outer circle, see (Leitner 1992, Cichocka 2006).
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The data discussed in this article allows to go beyond the concepts of domi-

nance and non-dominance due to the uniqueness of English as a pluricentric lan-

guage and the specificity of the items under consideration.

First, English itself is an interesting case to analyze the concepts of domi-

nance and non-dominance. It demonstrates a tendency of symmetric pluricentric-

ity, which is reflected in the blurring of boundaries between the dominant and the

non-dominant varieties, at least with respect to the inner circle ones. However,

the situation differs throughout the countries – even within the inner circle some

varieties have more “weight”, while others are still in a more “inferior position”.

A strong national self-consciousness of Australians, the need to express the na-

tional identity led to an extensive and aggressive export campaign and quite a

large-scale codification of the variety, which resulted in Australian English gain-

ing more power than, for instance, Canadian or New Zealand varieties (Clyne

1992:5,456). At the same time, there are varieties that are runners up in the race

for dominance, as for instance, South African English vs. British or American Eng-

lish (Clyne 1992:455).

Second, diminutives are used mainly in informal communication that is less

prone to the influence of a codified standard. As a result, the unifying effect of the

standard language is not so powerful and the speakers of a variety can implement

the ludic function of the language. This leads to a certain amount of playfulness

found in a language variety (Sussex 2004). Numerous language phenomena result-

ing from these linguistic experiments (as in case of diminutives) sometimes find

their place and take hold in a language. Due to their informal character and “play-

ful” nature, diminutives may carry out a very wide range of different pragmatic

functions. These functions are quite diverse – diminutive items can help express

positive and negative emotions, act as markers of politeness, in-group / out-group

membership, serve as pragmatic hedges, etc., which leads to quite an extensive

amount of variation in their pragmatics (Merlini Barbaressi 2001, Muhr 2008).

The aim of this study is to find the specificities in the usage and functioning

of synthetic and analytical diminutives in national varieties of the English lan-

guage and to determine the factors that account for the observed differences, fo-

cusing primarily on the varieties of the Southern Hemisphere.

This study was based on lexicographical data taken from several dictionar-

ies of national varieties of English (Australian Oxford Dictionary, New Zealand Ox-

ford Dictionary, A Dictionary of South African English), as well as on corpus data
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from the Corpus of Global Web-Based English (GloWbE)1 which allows the search

and comparison of data between the national varieties.

2. Variation in diminutives in national varieties of pluricentric lan-
guages

Abundance or, vice versa, lack of diminutives, preferable ways of diminutive

formation, certain (groups of) diminutives characteristic of a variety – all this

demonstrates distinctiveness of the varieties of pluricentric languages and adds to

the lexical variation between them. Differences in diminutives across the varieties

of different languages can be found both in their formation and their usage.

Variation in diminutive formation (primarily in markers used) may be the result

of different preferences of speakers (within one language, there can be a tendency

to use particular suffixes in a particular variety), or may also arise from language

contact (borrowings of derivational devices from other languages and their incor-

poration into the language system). For example, Bolivian and Peninsular Spanish

demonstrate different preferences in formation devices, e.g. [o'tel] ‘hotel’ →

[otel'sito] (Bolivia) vs. [ote'lito] (Peninsular) (Prieto 1992:170). Ingrid Norrmann-

Vigil (2012) also points to such differences between Porteño Spanish and Peninsu-

lar Spanish.

In Greek, there are differences in diminutive formation between Cypriot va-

riety and Greek Greek: diminutive suffix -u is used in the former one, while the

latter one prefers -ak. These two morphemes are functionally equivalent, i.e. simi-

lar in their meaning and function; the only difference between them is in the va-

rieties they belong to (Leivada/Papadopoulou/Kambanaros/Grohmann 2017, Pa-

papavlou 2009).

Differences resulting from intra-systemic factors are found as well in Arabic

diminutives, particularly in Kordofanian Baggara Arabic, where vowel alternation

(central/back to high) that affects all vowels, and suffixation of -ay could be “a re-

interpretation of the two traditional Arabic diminutive markers (the affix -ay- and

vocalisms in i/ī)” (Taine-Cheikh 2018).

At the same time, origins of the various suffixes are generally ascribed to

the influence of a substrate or adstrate (Aramaic, Berber, or even Latin). There are

diminutive morphemes that appeared due to the influence of some neighboring

languages, as in case of Arabic and Greek, coexisting in Cyprus. According to

Owens (2013:357):

1
https://www.english-corpora.org/glowbe/
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“Cypriot Arabic has substituted the Arabic diminutive formation by the

Greek diminutive suffix, including Greek gender-number inflection, such

as masculine payt-payt-ui-payt-ukkya ‘house-little house-little houses’”.

The differences are found not only in the formation of diminutives, but also

in the ways of their usage. In Spanish, for example, the usage of diminutives re-

flects varying levels of politeness. J. Cesar Felix-Brasdefer (2006) mentions that in

Mexican Spanish requests with diminutives are rated as more polite than in Pen-

insular Spanish. The same is observed in the Ecuadorian and Coastal Spanish – ac-

cording to Maria-Elena Placencia (2008), Quiteños tend to be more polite, which is

shown in a larger number of politeness formulas and diminutives than in Coastal

Spanish.

In Arabic, there is a gender difference in the usage of diminutives in seden-

tary and Bedouin dialects. The former ones demonstrate the general tendency of

diminutive usage in Arabic – there the diminutive items are restricted to the

speech of women and children, mainly women referring to children. Saada

(1970:323) notes that “a woman would never use a diminutive when addressing a

man”. In contrast, in Bedouin dialects, diminutives are not limited to women’s or

children’s speech and are present in men’s speech as well. As for the meaning of

these diminutives, the majority of them in sedentary dialects are caritative, while

diminutives in the Bedouin dialects can be either caritative or pejorative, with the

latter ones more frequently found in men’s speech (Taine-Cheikh 2108).

Preferences of suffix usage within one language also differ across the varie-

ties of German. In relation to Austrian German this is described inter alia in the

paper by Sonja Schwaiger et al. (2019). The study describes the differences in dis-

tribution of two diminutive suffixes: -chen (Standard German) and Bavarian-

Austrian -erl. The work shows that the choice of suffix is to a large extent deter-

mined by a text genre: in standard language (in media corpus) frequency of -chen

suffix is higher, while in informal twitter texts -erl is much more widespread (the

ratio of -chen to -erl in media corpus is 4:1, in twitter corpus is 1:270).

Moreover, the authors have found that in child-directed speech there are a

bit fewer -erl diminutives than in adult-directed speech, which may be explained

by the fact that when talking to children, adults possibly want to sound more

“correctly” and make more effort to control their speech. Therefore, the study of

diminutives in different text genres may provide a more comprehensive insight

into their variation.

In English, diminutives are usually described in general; apart from the

Southern Hemisphere, there is a scarce number of works, in which diminutives in
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national varieties are discussed, see e.g. Earle (1946) for Scottish English, Kallen

(1997) for Irish English. The largest number of works describes formation and

functioning of diminutives in Australian English (Wierzbicka 1984, Kidd et al.

2011, etc.). Diminutive items in New Zealand English and South African Englishes

are described less frequently (see Bardsley/Simpson 2009, Bardsley 2010 for New

Zealand English); some individual facts for South African English diminutives are

presented in Donaldson (1993).

3. Diminutives in English
3.1. Synthetic and analytical diminutives

Synthetic suffixal diminutives are considered the most typical members of

the category of diminutiveness (Schneider 2003). Speaking of the derivation base,

scholars note that in English, diminutives may be formed from any part of speech,

not necessarily a noun (auntie from aunt (n.), goodies from good (adj.), underling

from under (prep.), etc.) (Schneider 2003, Gorzycka 2012, etc.).

As I have mentioned earlier, some linguists point to the poorness of Eng-

lish in terms of diminutives, while others prove the contrary. Discussing syn-

thetic diminutives, Klaus Schneider (2003) mentions not only a variety of suffixes

used in diminutive derivation, but also several other ways of synthetic diminu-

tive formation. According to Schneider, synthetic diminutives in English can be

formed with the help of:

1. affixation, including: (a) suffixation (-ie, -ette, -let, etc.), with -ie (-y) being the

most productive suffix of the category; (b) prefixation (mini-, micro-);

2. reduplication (full and partial);

3. truncation (initial, medial and final).

Semantics of synthetic diminutives is rather diverse, however, there are

some links between the way of diminutive formation and the expressed senses.

For instance, prefixal diminutives, as a rule, convey only the meaning of small-

ness, while truncated items and diminutives formed by reduplication are usually

expressive. The “core” ones – derived by suffixation – may have both some ex-

pressive meaning and the meaning of smallness.

Lists of English diminutives are not limited to synthetic items. As English is

an analytic language, researchers (Schneider 2003, Gorzycka 2012) include in the

domain of diminutives also analytical units. Analytical diminutives are word com-

binations of an adjective – marker of the category – and a noun. As in the case of

synthetic diminutives, there are two central markers of the category – small and

little – and a range of other markers with the meaning of smallness, such as tiny,
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teeny, teensy, teeny-weeny, teensy-weensy, wee, diminutive, minute, miniature, minimal,

lilliput, and petite. The centrality of small and little is attributed to their more or

less neutral character – they are characterized by a higher frequency of usage and

can be found in more (stylistically) diverse contexts, while the distribution of

other adjectives is more limited and their combinations with nouns are more ex-

pressive and stylistically marked (Schneider 2003). Still, one can choose a “more

diminutive” marker even out of the two central markers of analytical diminutives.

While small expresses solely the idea of smallness, combinations with little are

more subjective and have some additional emotional coloring (Schneider 2003).

3.2. Diminutive richness of texts (including synthetic and analytical
diminutives)

My first hypothesis for this study is that if Australians, New Zealanders and

South Africans really love diminutives, they do not only use the variety-specific

diminutives, but also show a significant increase in usage of the “universal” ones

(items more or less equally distributed among all varieties).

The material for this study was limited to the “core” items of the category

of diminutiveness. As mentioned earlier, in case of synthetic diminutives, these

are items with an -ie (-y) suffix, as 1) this suffix is the most productive one for Eng-

lish diminutive formation; 2) diminutives in -ie (-y) can both denote smallness and

express some kind of attitude. The same is relevant for the marker of analytical

diminutives little. My sample included the words with no apparent tendency of us-

age in one or several national segments of GloWbE. For this, I used a corpus-

embedded tool that allows the visualization of the distribution of language items

within different subcorpora. As for the varieties, here I compared the usage of di-

minutives only in the inner circle ones.

Synthetic diminutives in -ie (-y) were selected on the basis of Schneider’s

(2003) work where he describes diminutives in English in general (the linguist

does not focus on any specific features of functioning of diminutives in the na-

tional varieties of English). I have made a list of synthetic diminutives found in

Schneider’s work and, with the help of GloWbE, defined their overall frequency

and the frequency for each inner circle variety.

The sampling presented a certain number of problems, as the usage of sev-

eral synthetic diminutives in the aforementioned work in the corpus was rather

limited, while other items demonstrated a very significant increase of frequency

in one or several varieties, which was sometimes quite unexpected. Examples of

such diminutives include housie (a significant increase in New Zealand English),
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footie (British English), undies (Australian English), etc. As a result, 10 synthetic

high-frequency diminutives which are more or less equally distributed in the va-

rieties under discussion were chosen for the study.

Analytical diminutives were chosen from the corpus itself. I used the re-

quest of ‘little NOUN’ type and selected 10 diminutives with a comparable fre-

quency in the varieties under discussion.

Observed frequency Expected frequency

Lexeme
SHEs

Other
varieties

SHEs Other
varieties

Over (+) / un-
der (–) use

Log-
likelihood

(G2)

Auntie 401 1582 424,26 1558,74 - 1,64

Foodie 443 1197 350,88 1289,12 + 29,06

Techie 160 817 209,03 767,97 - 15,59

Biggie 268 714 210,10 771,90 + 19,12

Goodies 304 569 186,78 686,22 + 82,99

Cutie 138 599 157,68 579,32 - 3,23

Sissy 111 660 164,95 606,05 - 24,63

Kiddie 169 608 166,24 610,76 - 0,06

Girlie 136 551 146,98 540,02 - 1,06

Doggie 130 529 140,99 518,01 - 1,11

Total 2260 7826 2157,89 7928,11 + 6,08

Table (1): Frequency of synthetic diminutives in Southern Hemisphere Englishes
and other varieties of the inner circle

Observed frequency Expected frequencyLexeme

SHEs Other varie-
ties

SHEs Other va-
rieties

Over (+) / un-
der (–) use

Log-
likelihood

(G2)

Little girl 2632 10616 2834,39 10413,61 - 18,72

Little thing 1950 6783 1868,41 6864,59 + 4,49

Little boy 1721 5928 1636,49 6012,51 + 5,48

Little kid 575 2357 627,30 2304,70 - 5,66

Little child 589 1991 551,99 2028,01 + 3,11

Little guy 502 2198 577,66 2122,34 - 13,04

Little piece 558 1629 467,91 1719,09 + 21,14

Little man 566 1705 485,88 1785,12 - 16,19

Little brother 403 1538 415,27 1525,73 - 0,46

Little sister 341 1352 362,22 1330,78 - 1,60

Total 9837 36097 9827,52 36106,48 + 0,01

Tab. 2: Frequency of analytical diminutives in Southern Hemisphere Englishes and
other varieties of the inner circle

To find if there are any significant changes in frequency of the diminutive

usage across the varieties, the log-likelihood function (Rayson 2002; Rayson et al.

2004) was calculated for the study material, see the tables above. The log-

likelihood function makes it possible to determine if the language unit is over- or

underused in a corpus based on the comparison of its observed and expected fre-
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quencies. According to Rayson (2002), the higher the log-likelihood is, the more

significant is the difference between the frequencies. To ensure the 99.99% accu-

racy of the results, the log-likelihood critical value should exceed 15.13.

As one can see from the tables above, the hypothesis that the usage of di-

minutives is prominently more in the varieties of Southern Hemisphere is not

confirmed by the study material. There is no clear tendency to an increased usage

of diminutives in Southern Hemisphere varieties; the log-likelihood of several

items does not even reach the critical value and there are items characterized by

underuse. This suggests that the differences between the national varieties of Eng-

lish included into the inner circle are attributed not to a higher or a lower fre-

quency of diminutives as a class of lexical items, but are manifested in the distinc-

tive ways of formation and functioning of individual words, i.e. these differences

are lexicalized.

However, even though there is no considerable increase in the quantity of

diminutives, there should be some reasons that led linguists to the conclusion on

the abundance of diminutives in several varieties, mainly in Australian English. In

this case, one can still talk about the diminutive “richness” of the variety based on

their quality rather than quantity, i.e. their diversity.

3.3. Synthetic diminutives characteristic of Southern Hemisphere
Englishes

To conduct a deeper analysis of the diminutives in Southern Hemisphere

Englishes, I combined the data from lexicographic sources with a corpus study.

The analysis of lexicographic sources showed no significant differences in

the inventory of diminutives between the varieties. In line with the previous stud-

ies that demonstrate similarity of Australian and New Zealand varieties (Bauer

1999, Smith 2009, Bardsley/Simpson 2009, etc.), the study proved lexical closeness

of the two varieties regarding the ways of diminutive formation and their fre-

quency.

Differences, however, were found in South African English, with several

specific diminutives for the variety that emerged as a result of language contact

with local Afrikaans, e.g. mannetjie ‘a little man’ or kleinhuisie from klein ‘little’ and

huis ‘house’ (Chudar 2020). The spread of the contact-induced diminutives is, how-

ever, rather typical for the varieties of pluricentric languages (as the literature

review presented above shows).

The analysis of diminutive meanings reveals more interesting results.

Though there are diminutive items shared by all three or at least two of the varie-
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ties, the corpus analysis of diminutives in SHEs allowed the detection of some se-

mantic domains of diminutives that are used predominantly in one of the varie-

ties. Among them are diminutive items that serve as names for the representa-

tives of flora and fauna, elements of the local topography, items naming the dis-

tinctive features of the local social system, etc. (Chudar 2019).

3.4. Analytical diminutives characteristic of Southern Hemisphere
Englishes

As mentioned earlier, analytical diminutives are combinations of nouns

with adjectives – markers of the category. To find any specific patterns in usage of

diminutive markers in the SHE varieties, the log-likelihood function was applied

to the corpus data. Statistical analysis demonstrated that there are some differ-

ences between the expected and observed frequencies of the adjectives used to

form diminutives in the varieties of English under discussion. The most interest-

ing example is the adjective wee which demonstrates a significant rise in its fre-

quency in New Zealand English (observed frequency 449, expected frequency

199.51, log-likelihood 418.82).

In the Oxford English Dictionary, wee in the meaning of ‘little’ is defined as

chiefly Scottish, however, this primarily reflects the origin of the word (according

to OED, wee is originally a noun used in Scots, usually as a little wee ‘a little bit’).

According to GloWbE data, analytical diminutives with wee are found in different

varieties of English, but their usage increases prominently in Irish and New Zea-

land varieties. Speaking of the New Zealand variety, several scholars mention wee

in the meaning of ‘very small’ as a distinctive feature of New Zealand English,

finding its way to the variety from Scotland (Trudgill/MaClagan/Lewis 2003).

Apart from that, there are some deviations in functioning of the most com-

mon markers. For instance, the frequency of small in Australia and New Zealand is

higher than expected; little increases in usage in Australia and decreases in New

Zealand and South Africa. In New Zealand, tiny is found more seldom than ex-

pected. However, these differences are not so prominent as with wee. Still, they re-

flect some preferences in diminutive usage of Australians, New Zealanders and

South Africans.

With the help of GloWbE, I have also analyzed which analytical diminutives

are used more often is SHEs in comparison with other varieties of the inner circle.

According to the corpus data, analytical diminutives characteristic of SHEs are not

frequent and often found in a very limited number of sources included into the
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corpus, as, for instance, little biz (76 tokens from 9 sources), little traveler (68 tokens

from 13 sources). In some cases, there are several diminutives found in one text:

And then our little kiwi friend did something rather peculiar… This curi-

ous little kiwi was incredible… After about 10 or 15 minutes of time to-

gether, the little kiwi continued on his journey to find food, disappearing

among the long grass on the marked track behind us. And then, he was

gone2.

As for the qualitative characteristics, in general, the situation is quite pre-

dictable – among the most common diminutives in the varieties one can find

those denoting concepts that are important for the country where the variety is

spoken, for example: little desert (AusE), little Aussie (AusE), little quilt (AusE), little

kiwi (NZE), little cub (SAE), etc.

In the sample, there are as well a lot of diminutives functioning as proper

names. They include place names, names of local public organizations, businesses,

cultural products popular in the countries under discussion: Little Fork (restaurant

in New Zealand), Little Quilt Store (in Australia), Down the Little Lane (Australian

online shop), Defending the Little Desert: The Rise of Ecological Consciousness in Austra-

lia (book of an Australian professor Libby Robin), Little Birdy (Australian rock

band), Little Karoo (part of a semi-desert natural region of South Africa).

Diminutives found in SHEs can also reflect some values of the respective na-

tion. This is primarily the case with Australian English, where diminutives them-

selves are believed to be related to one of the core values of the Australian nation

– egalitarianism, which is expressed through the concepts of equality and mate-

ship (Kidd et al. 2011). With their playful, ludic character, diminutives make the

speech and the communicative situation less formal and less serious, which con-

tributes to a friendlier atmosphere of a communicative situation. Most transpar-

ently the idea of equality is presented in such diminutives as little mate, little bloke,

or the diminutive little Aussie – an informal name for Australians.

4. Conclusion

Potentially, diminutives as quite a productive class of language items can be

derived from a large number of words to name a variety of different objects, how-

ever, the realization of this potential is predetermined by different factors. Fur-

thermore, one needs to remember that diminutives are often highly expressive,

and, as expressive lexis in general, are prone to change. The nomination process is

characterized by some extent of selectivity, which is reflected in the choice of ob-

2
http://wheremyfeethavebeen.blogspot.com/
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jects of nomination and the nomination types, word-formation units used in mor-

phological derivation, etc. Therefore, it is quite natural that there are differences

in the formation and functioning of diminutives in the national varieties of the

English language.

In comparison with analytical diminutives, the synthetic ones are more

prone to variation in national varieties of English. The formation of synthetic di-

minutives is regulated by the intra-language factors (morphological mechanisms),

which results in more diverse variation (and once again justifies the status of the

“core” elements of the category of diminutiveness attributed to the synthetic di-

minutives). In case of analytical diminutives structural differences between the

varieties are quite limited, however, some formation preferences (as, for example,

in case with New Zealand English) can still be found.

Speaking of semantics, the existence of diminutives, both synthetic and ana-

lytical, that are typical of one specific national variety of English in most cases is

attributed to extralinguistic factors and reflect the distinctive features of the loca-

tion the variety is spoken at.

Among the main factors that predetermine formation and functioning of di-

minutives in national varieties of English one can name the following:

1) Language contact, which predetermines the emergence of some specific

diminutives and the ways of their formation. In my sample, this is primarily the

case with South Africa, where the contact of English and Afrikaans led to numer-

ous lexical borrowings. In case of Australian and New Zealand Englishes, there is

no such apparent evidence of the influence of other languages on the diminutive

system. However, scholars note that the Yorta Yorta language spoken by the in-

digenous people of Australia and Cockney could predetermine such an abundance

of diminutives in Australian English (Curr 1887:569).

2) Intra-language factors should be taken into account as well. If a language

variety is rich in diminutives, it can by analogy stimulate further linguocreative

activity in the domain.

3) The creation of variety-specific diminutives is related to the differences in

the lives of Australians, New Zealanders and South Africans. In every country,

there are some country-specific phenomena that need to be considered. Every-

thing – from the specific features of local environment, including flora and fauna,

elements of local topography, to local people, organizations, businesses, cultural

products and events – needs to be reflected in the vocabulary of the variety.

4) Local social landscape, values of the society also have an impact on func-

tioning of the diminutives. In Southern Hemisphere this is primarily discussed in
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relation to Australians. With their playful character (Dressler/Merlini Barbaresi

1994), diminutives help to express the Australian values of equality and mateship

through the language, making the communicative situation less formal and more

friendly (Kidd/Kemp/Kashima/Quinn 2016).

If diminutives are perceived as a distinctive feature of the variety of a plu-

ricentric language, they do not only decrease the formality of communication, but

also serve as in-group markers, in case of Australian English – markers of belong-

ing to the Australian society. This view of diminutives, in turn, also leads to an in-

crease of their usage, as the language variety adapts to the communicative needs

of its speakers (Labov 1972).

Thus, there are two types of factors that may influence functioning of the

diminutives in national varieties of a pluricentric language – those that lead to a

rise in the usage of diminutive items and those that predetermine the formation

of certain (groups of) diminutives. While the impact of the latter factors may be

verified empirically, it is quite difficult with the former ones, though all of them

must be taken into account in search of truth about the functioning of diminu-

tives.
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Belarusian flavour in Russian: how to measure
gradual differences between the varieties

of pluricentric languages?

Abstract

The article focuses on lexical features of Belarusian Russian. It shows that

the distinctness of Belarusian Russian results from the presence of ele-

ments unique for the variety (qualitative differences between the varie-

ties), and the functional specificity of lexemes shared by different na-

tional varieties of Russian (quantitative differences). The paper highlights

that differences between the national varieties of the Russian language

(in particular, between the non-dominant Belarusian and the dominant

Russian varieties) are of a gradual nature, which is proved by statistical

methods applied to the corpus material, as they demonstrate a significant

increase or decrease in the observed frequency of lexical items compared

to their expected frequency.

1. Introduction

The specific structural (phonetic, lexical, grammatical, etc.) features of the

varieties of pluricentric languages are sometimes quite subtle. This is explained

not only by the fact that there are some structural limits of variation within the

varieties of one language. Equally important are sociolinguistic factors that regu-

late the functioning of language varieties – in particular, the influence of a codi-

fied standard that is often found only in the dominant varieties of pluricentric

languages. See, for example, an observation of Ronald Wardhaugh (2010:34), rele-

vant not only for World Englishes:

“Today, written Standard English is codified to the extent that the gram-

mar and vocabulary of written varieties of English are much the same

everywhere in the world: variation among local standards is really quite

minor, being differences of ‘flavor’ rather than of ‘substance,’ so that the

Singapore, South African, and Irish varieties are really very little differ-

ent from one another so far as grammar and vocabulary are concerned”.

As Michael Clyne (1992:459) notes, the dominant nations “have difficulty in

understanding the ‘flavor rather than substance’ notion”. However, it is clear that

the non-dominant nations also come across this problem: speakers are often not


