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Abstract

This paper analyses the diminutive system of Vi6l Danish, a now extinct Scandinavian
dialect once spoken in the former Duchy of Schleswig (Northern Germany). We argue that
the dialect had two productive diminutive constructions: a suffixal diminutive in -kon and
a ‘gender-shift’ diminutive involving only a change in grammatical gender. While the two
constructions shared the core meaning ‘small’, they had different semantic extensions and
connotations. The Viol Danish system appears to be unique among Scandinavian varieties,
but has close parallels in continental West Germanic and other languages. We suggest that
while the system arose partly through contact with Low German, it had developed its own
dynamics in Viol Danish as recorded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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1. Introduction

It is generally acknowledged that whereas most West Germanic languages have
productive diminutive morphology, such as Dutch -(t)je and High German -chen/-lein,
the modern Scandinavian languages do not (see e.g. Faarlund, Lie & Vannebo
1997:113 or Alexiadou & Lohndal 2023 on Norwegian, Olofsson 2015 on Swedish,
or Grandi 2011 for a comparison of Indo-European languages). In this paper we
analyse the system of diminutive formation in Viél Danish, a now extinct
Scandinavian dialect which had a long contact history with Low German and in
some respects differed substantially from the modern Scandinavian languages. We
show that the two productive diminutive constructions in this dialect — one
involving the suffix -kan, the other a change from common to neuter gender - both
had the core meaning ‘small’, but differed in their semantic extensions and
pragmatic effects. We argue that while this diminutive system arose partly due to
contact with Low German, it had developed its own dynamics in Vi6l Danish and
appears to have been fully productive when the dialect was recorded in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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2 Sune Gregersen & Marie Herget Christensen

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2 we define the term ‘diminutive’
and provide an overview of some of the most important literature on this phe-
nomenon. Section 3 introduces the Viol Danish dialect and the material used for the
analysis. In Section 4 we present our analysis of the two diminutive constructions,
focusing in particular on the semantic and pragmatic differences between them.
This is followed by a discussion of the likely development of the system in Section 5
and a brief conclusion in Section 6.’

2. Diminutives
2.1 Definition and classification

According to one well-known glossary of grammatical terms, a diminutive is ‘[a]
derivational affix which may be added to a word to express a notion of small size’
(Trask 1993:82). In the recent linguistic literature, diminutives have often been
discussed under the more general heading of evaluative morphology, i.e.
morphology which ‘has the function of assigning a value which is different from that
of the standard or default’ (Grandi & Kortvélyessy 2015:13; see also Ponsonnet
2018:18-19). Grandi & Kortvélyessy distinguish between four main functional types
of evaluative morphemes: the ‘descriptive’ (or ‘quantitative’) types DIMINUTIVE and
AUGMENTATIVE, which prototypically add the semantic values ‘small’ and ‘big’,
respectively, and the ‘qualitative’ types PEJORATIVE and AMELIORATIVE, which
express the speaker’s judgement (simply put, whether the referent is considered
‘bad” or ‘good’).

Diminutives prototypically express small size, i.e. a SMALLER REFERENT than the
referent of the base noun, as in the examples with the Pite Saami diminutive suffix
-tj in (1).

(1) Pite Saami (Uralic; Northern Sweden)
guolle “fish’ —  guold-tj ‘little fish’
vdjbmo ‘heart’ —  vdjmu-tj ‘little heart’
(Wilbur 2014:196)

However, in many languages, diminutives also have other functions, such as
similarity or individuation, which may be more or less transparently related to the
notion of smallness. Some of these ‘extensions’ of diminutives in fact belong in the
qualitative subtype of evaluative meaning, as they express the speaker’s judgement
or attitude, e.g. endearment, approval, or contempt (see Ponsonnet 2018 for a
detailed discussion of such extensions). In this study, we follow the definition of
‘diminutive’ used by Jurafsky (1996:534): ‘any morphological device which means at
least “small™, with the addition that the morphological device in question must be
productive. In other words, while the same evaluative marker may have many
different meanings in a language, for it to be considered a diminutive it must at least
have ‘small’ as one of these.” Also, we follow Jurafsky in restricting the term to
morphological operations (including changes to noun class or gender); we do not
think it is useful to extend the term ‘diminutive’ to lexical devices like adjectives
meaning ‘small’, as has occasionally been done in the literature (e.g. Schneider 2003,
Gorzycka 2020; see also below on Maller 1943).
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Table 1. Classification of diminutives used in this study

Term used here Jurafsky’s (1996) term Example

SMALLER REFERENT small fish’ — ‘little fish’ (1)

YOUNGER REFERENT child/offspring ‘cat’ — ‘kitten’ (2)

HYPOCORISTIC affection/sympathy ‘gazelle’ — ‘gazelle’ (endearing) (3)
PEJORATIVE contempt V‘goat’ — ‘(worthless) goat’ (3)
MERONYMIC partitive/individuating ‘hand’ — ‘finger’ (4)

SINGULATIVE partitive/individuating 7‘chocolate’ — ‘piece of chocolate’ (5)
CLASSIFICATORY small type ‘baseball bat’ — ‘hammer’ (7)
SIMILATIVE imitation ‘mouth’ — ‘hole’ (8)

Jurafsky (1993, 1996) investigates the various semantic extensions of diminutive
markers and provides a useful classification and a semantic map of these. We will
only briefly introduce those functions which are relevant to our investigation. An
overview of our terminology in comparison with Jurafsky’s is given in Table 1. The
semantics and pragmatics of the Viol Danish diminutive constructions will be
explored in more detail in Section 4.

As Jurafsky points out, diminutives are often linked to the semantic field of
children and young animals, and may be used to derive ‘offspring’ nouns in many
languages:*

(2) Koasati (Muskogean; Louisiana, USA)
nitd ‘bear’ —  nita-si ‘bear cub’
kati ‘cat’  — kat-osi ‘kitten’
(Kimball 1994)

We refer to this as the YOUNGER REFERENT function of diminutives. Closely related to
this meaning is the extension to expressing affection and intimacy, i.e. positive speaker
attitude. As briefly mentioned above, however, diminutives may also be used to
express contempt and disapproval in many languages. We call these functions
HYPOCORISTIC and PEJORATIVE, respectively. Among the languages surveyed by
Ponsonnet (2018), Hassaniyya Arabic is one where diminutives may express a
whole range of positive and negative attitudes, as discussed in depth by Taine-
Cheikh (2018):

(3) Hassaniyya Arabic (Semitic; Northwest Africa)
wahsiyyd ‘gazelle  —  dhaysiyyi ‘gazelle’ (endearing)
kmamad ‘black lips’ —  kmdyyamt ‘little black lips’ (praising, in a love poem)
fanz ‘goat’ — m'ayzi ‘(worthless) goat’ (pejorative)
(Taine-Cheikh 2018:94, 98, 91)

A rather different extension of the core meaning is the one called ‘partitive’ or

‘individuating’ by Jurafsky (1996), where the diminutive is used to refer to a part of a
larger whole. Following Rhodes (1990:153-154), we think that two subtypes of such
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‘partitive’ diminutives may be distinguished, which we will refer to as MERONYMIC
and SINGULATIVE diminutives. In meronymic diminutives, the derived lexeme refers
to a constituent part of a larger entity, as in the Eastern Ojibwa examples in (4).*

(4) Eastern Ojibwa (Algic; Ontario, Canada)
ninj ‘hand’ — ninjiins ‘finger’
waasgonechgan lamp’ —  waasgonechgaans ‘lightbulb’
(Rhodes 1990:157)

By contrast, in singulative diminutives the derived lexeme refers to a piece or unit of
a substance or group. Such diminutives may derive count nouns from mass nouns,
as in the Dutch examples in (5), or they may be used to derive individual-referring
nouns from collective nouns; see the Kabyle examples in (6).

(5) Dutch (Indo-European; Belgium/Netherlands)
chocola ‘chocolate’ —  chocolaa-tje ‘piece of chocolate’
wijn ‘wine’ —  wijn-tje ‘glass of wine’

(6) Kabyle (Semitic; Algeria)
azMur ‘olive trees’ —  t-azMur-t ‘olive tree’
asln ‘ash trees’ —  t-asln-t ‘ash tree’
(Mettouchi 1999: 220)

Two closely related functions are termed ‘small type’ and ‘imitation’ by Jurafsky
(1996). In the one termed ‘small type’, the diminutive form does not just refer to a
small version of the referent of the base word, but another type of entity which is not
only smaller in size but also has a different function or utility. We adopt the term
CLASSIFICATORY diminutive from Rhodes (1990). Two examples from Rhodes’ work
on Eastern Ojibwa are given in (7).

(7) Eastern Ojibwa (Algic; Ontario, Canada)
wepjigan ‘baseball bat’ —  wepjigaans hammer’
daabaan ‘car, truck’ — daabaanens ‘hand sled’
(Rhodes 1990:157)

As a further extension from this function, diminutives in some languages express
imitation or similarity to the referent of the base noun, as in the examples in (8). We
call this function SIMILATIVE.

(8) Spanish (Indo-European)
boca ‘mouth’ — boquete ‘hole’
caballo ‘horse’ — caballete ‘easel’
(Jose A. Jédar-Sénchez, pers. comm.)

2.2 Diminutives in Germanic

Diminutives are well attested in the world’s languages. In the survey of diminutives
made for the Grambank project, at least one diminutive formation was identified in
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661 languages, as opposed to 813 languages without diminutives, i.e. close to 45%
of the languages had a diminutive.’” Within the modern Germanic languages,
productive diminutive systems are found in most of continental West Germanic,
though their frequency, functions, and pragmatic effects differ between languages
and dialects. Languages with productive diminutive systems include Dutch (Bakema
1998, van der Wouden & Booij 2015, Booij 2022b), Afrikaans (Donaldson
1993:87-95, Coetzee & Kruger 2004), West Frisian (Hoekstra 1986, Dyk & de Vries
n.d.), Luxembourgisch (Gilles 2015), and Yiddish (Birnbaum 1979:238-240, Jacobs
1995). Within the large German dialect continuum - understood here as all varieties
that have standard High German as their Dachsprache - there is significant vari-
ation, both in terms of the available forms and their usage (Wrede 1908, Ettinger
1974:47-83, Tiefenbach 1987). Diminutives are said to be more frequently used in
‘Southern Germany, Switzerland, and Austria’ than in the north of the German-
speaking area (Dressler & Barbaresi 1994:103). In fact, in the Low German dialects
of Schleswig-Holstein, i.e. the ones historically in contact with Viél Danish,
diminutives have been reported to be entirely unproductive (Mensing 1927-35, s.v.
-kan). We will return to this point in Section 5.

In contrast to most of continental West Germanic, there seem to be no
productive diminutives in the modern continental Scandinavian languages. The
most comprehensive Swedish and Danish reference grammars (Teleman,
Hellberg & Andersson 1999, Hansen & Heltoft 2011) do not mention diminutives at
all, and Faarlund, Lie & Vannebo (1997:113) explicitly state that Norwegian has no
productive diminutive formation (see also Olofsson 2015 on Swedish, and
Alexiadou & Lohndal 2023 on Norwegian). In a number of cases, some
constructions have been discussed as diminutives or at least diminutive-like, but
none of these satisfy the definitional criteria we use here. For instance, Rosenberg
(2024) investigates the Swedish suffix -is, as in cigg-is ‘cigarette’ or bdst-is ‘best
friend’, and describes it as having ‘many diminutive-like properties’ (Rosenberg
2024:175). However, the function of this suffix appears to be mainly one of ame-
lioration, i.e. expressing positive attitude, rather than expressing small size, and we
are not aware of any examples where the coded meaning of [X-is] is clearly ‘small X’
(rather than ‘cute x’, ‘nice x’, etc.). Thus, while we agree with Rosenberg that -is is an
evaluative morpheme, it is not a diminutive according to the definition we follow
here. For the same reason, the affectionate Norwegian nicknames like Marianne-
min and Tone-mor discussed by Kinn (2020:141-142) do not qualify as diminutives
under our definition.

For modern colloquial Norwegian, Flogstad & Eiesland (2019) have described a
potential diminutive construction consisting of the addition of the adjective lit(t)a
‘little, small’ and a change to feminine grammatical gender, as in ei litta hus ‘a little
house’ (vs. underived et hus ‘a house’ with the neuter article). The construction may
both express small size and a number of the related meanings surveyed by Jurafsky
(1993, 1996), e.g. affection, contempt, and as a hedging device. Flagstad & Eiesland
(2019) discuss the construction as a whole as a diminutive formation, but it is
doubtful whether it can be considered a morphological diminutive in our terms;
because the construction does not occur without the adjective lit(t)a ‘little, small’
(see Flogstad & Eiesland 2019:78), one might argue that the meaning ‘small’ comes
from the adjective alone and that the gender shift has a different, pragmatic,
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function (a la those discussed by Steriopolo 2021). Hence, while the construction
clearly has many similarities to diminutives as understood by Jurafsky, it cannot
straightforwardly be characterized as a morphological diminutive.

Finally, diminutives have been argued to be a productive category in (early
twentieth-century) Danish by Meller (1943). However, none of the constructions
discussed by Moller satisfy our criteria. The suffix -s(e), as in mandse ‘little man’, is
better characterized as ameliorative (hypocoristic) and is only very marginally
productive, if at all, in modern Danish; the suffix -(I)ing, as in geesling ‘gosling’ and
pusling ‘toddler; darling’, is not productive in the modern language, as Moller
(1943:89) in fact indicates himself; and while Moller considers noun phrases with
lille “little, small’ a kind of periphrastic diminutive, we exclude these on formal
grounds. A similar conclusion to ours is reached by Fare & Hansen (2009, 2010),
who report on a short study comparing German, Dutch, and Danish parallel texts.
They characterize the suffixes discussed by Moller as ‘more likely relics of an
obsolete system’ (2009:148, our translation) and find that translations from German
and Dutch usually do not attempt to render diminutives in Danish at all; for
instance, the Dutch diminutive huisje is simply translated hus ‘house’. Their con-
clusion is that ‘there are several qualitative and quantitative arguments for not
regarding Danish as a diminutive language’ (Fare & Hansen 2010:11, our trans-
lation). By contrast, however, we argue that the Vi6l Danish dialect had two
productive morphological diminutive constructions which clearly satisfy Jurafsky’s
definitional criteria, and which set the dialect apart from the modern Scandinavian
languages. In the following section, we give a brief introduction to this dialect.

3. Viol Danish

The variety under investigation in this paper was spoken in southern Schleswig until
the first half of the twentieth century. It belongs to the Jutlandic (or Western
Danish) dialect continuum but differs significantly from other Jutlandic dialects,
partly as a result of its peripheral position and partly due to its more intense contact
with Low German. Vidl (Danish Fjolde) lies in the historical Duchy of Schleswig,
which was a Danish fief until it was annexed by the German Confederation in the
Second Schleswig War in 1864. Schleswig has been a multiethnic and multilingual
polity since the early Middle Ages, the inhabitants speaking various varieties of (Low
and High) German, Danish, and North Frisian. The question of its political status
was eventually settled with two plebiscites in 1920, which resulted in the northern
half joining Denmark (as Senderjylland ‘South Jutland’) and the southern half
remaining within the German state of Schleswig-Holstein.

Viol Danish was among the Danish dialects which, as it were, ended up to the
south of the Danish-German border in 1920. A gradual language shift towards Low
German had already been ongoing in this area since the early nineteenth century
(see e.g. Bjerrum 1990, Pedersen 2000), and the last remaining speakers of Viol
Danish probably died in the 1930s or 1940s. Fortunately, however, the dialect is
comparatively well documented. As a peripheral dialect which had preserved a
number of salient grammatical and phonological features from Old East Norse, it
had a particular appeal to early historical linguists and philologists. The first
linguistic documentation of Viol Danish was collected by K. J. Lyngby in 1858-59
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(on which see Bjerrum 1944:8-11). Four translations of Wenker’s German dialect
questionnaire were made in the 1880s (published by Ringgaard 1964; for discussion
see Hoder & Winter 2020, Hoder 2022). The most substantial documentation,
however, was collected by Anders Bjerrum in the 1930s from some of the last
speakers, most importantly Catharina (Tinne) Carstensen (1841-1937). Bjerrum
published a number of texts with linguistic commentary, a study of personal names,
a phonological description (A. Bjerrum 1931, 1934, 1944), and later a dictionary in
collaboration with his wife Marie Bjerrum (M. Bjerrum & A. Bjerrum 1974). The
latter also published a study of participle constructions, a small collection of texts,
and a paper on etymology (M. Bjerrum 1974, 1975, 1999). Other studies of indi-
vidual features include Veirup (1958) and Rasmussen (1972). There has been little
new research into the dialect since the 1970s, however, and despite its interest for the
history of Schleswig and for Scandinavian-West Germanic language contact more
generally, it appears to be little known outside of Danish dialectology.

The existence of diminutives in Vil Danish was already noted by Bjerrum
(1931:124-125) and mentioned in passing in the dictionary by Bjerrum & Bjerrum
(1974:20, 140, 289). Bjerrum (1934:40-41, 1944:222-226) discusses the morpho-
phonology of the diminutive suffix -kon, and Hoder & Winter (2020:82-83) briefly
consider this construction in an evaluation of the Danish Wenker questionnaires
from Schleswig.® The Vi6l Danish diminutives are thus by no means a new
discovery, but as far as we know, their meaning and usage have not yet been
investigated in any detail.

For our investigation we manually identified all potential diminutives in the
dictionary by Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974) and the published texts (Bjerrum 1931,
Bjerrum 1975, Ringgaard 1964; see also Gregersen 2025), namely all nouns with the
suffix -kan (or one of its allomorphs; see Section 4.1) and all nouns attested with
both common and neuter gender.7 For a number of nouns with variable gender, no
semantic difference is recorded. For instance, kas ‘box’ is said to have either
common or neuter gender, but there is no evidence of a semantic difference between
them. In other cases, there is a semantic difference which cannot be straightfor-
wardly related to diminution. An example of this is testarment, which is neuter in
the meaning ‘(biblical) testament’ and common when it means ‘last will. Such
examples, which are possibly better considered separate lexemes, were excluded
from the data.

Before presenting our analysis of the diminutive system, we will provide a very
brief grammatical overview of Viol Danish.® Like other mainland Scandinavian
varieties, the dialect is predominantly analytic with relatively few inflectional cat-
egories. Nouns are inflected for number only, adjectives and determiners are
inflected for definiteness, number, and gender, and verbs are inflected for number,
person, tense (present vs. past), and mood (indicative vs. imperative); further tense/
mood/aspect values are expressed with particles or auxiliary constructions. Personal
pronouns have a nominative—oblique distinction, and the genitive suffix -s can be
added to personal names and is found in fixed expressions like at oars tii ‘a year’s
time’ and te stajs ‘to town’; otherwise case is not a relevant category. Word order in
declarative clauses is V2, the finite verb appearing in the second position. Non-finite
verbs typically appear before their objects, but a restricted verb-final pattern is also
found, most importantly in some uses of the perfect (see Bjerrum 1974), as in (9).
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(9) S me O Vnonﬁn
vi  haa ar  laand  hyyr-t
1pL  havePrRs.PL DEF land(N) lease-pTCP
‘We have leased the land’ (Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.v. hyre)

As already mentioned above, nouns in Viél Danish belong to one of two genders,
which we refer to with the traditional and more or less arbitrary terms ‘common’ (C)
and ‘neuter’ (N). Gender is reflected in several agreeing forms both within and
outside the noun phrase: the indefinite article (common an vs. neuter at), deter-
miners, the numerals one to three, many adjectives, and some pronouns.
Example (10) shows agreement in two noun phrases, headed by common noal and
neuter gj, respectively. Gender is reflected on the indefinite article an/at and the
adjective stuort.

(10) an noal me at bildsr  stuor-t oj
INDE.C needle(C) with INDE.N decent big-N  eye(N)
‘a needle with a relatively big eye” (Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.v. ndl)

The definite article ar does not agree, meaning that many nouns occurring
primarily in definite contexts are of uncertain gender, for instance many nouns
referring to diseases, like ar febars ‘(the) fever’ and ar kenkhuost ‘(the) whooping
cough’. Similarly, because the distinction between common and neuter gender is
usually not visible in plural contexts — except on the numerals ‘two’ and ‘three’ -
most pluralia tantum are of uncertain gender (e.g. boksar ‘trousers’ and moopal
‘furniture’).

In the singular demonstrative-anaphoric pronoun there is a distinction between
common dend and neuter der. In addition, human beings and some animals may be
referred to with the personal pronouns hand (masculine) and hun (feminine),
though this is not obligatory, as shown by examples like (11) with the
demonstrative-anaphoric pronoun dend.

(11) deend her boos bragon  ar  mond
3sG.c havessG terribly useTCP DEF mouth(c)
‘(s)he ranted [lit. used the mouth] terribly’ (Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.v. bruge)

Gender assignment is sometimes semantically and sometimes morphologically
motivated. For animate nouns, some almost exceptionless rules can be given: words
for children and baby animals are neuter, whereas nouns referring to adult humans
have common gender (unless they are diminutives). Nouns referring to adult
animals may be either common or neuter, though common gender appears to be
more frequent. There is thus an association between youth and neuter gender in
animate nouns. Inanimate nouns may belong to either of the two grammatical
genders, but certain derivational forms are predictable, such as deverbal nouns in
-en (always neuter) and deadjectival nouns in -hed (always common). Diminutives
are always neuter, no matter whether they have animate or inanimate referents.
Collective nouns like filok ‘people’ and fivitsj ‘fowl, wild birds’, which refer to
groups rather than individuals, are also always neuter.
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4. Diminutive constructions in Viol Danish
4.1 Derivation

The Viol Danish material contains three potential diminutive formations: the suffixes
-(2)k and -kon, and the aforementioned gender shift from common to neuter.
However, the suffix -(2)k only appears in a small number of Low German loan words
(e.g. ralok ‘yarrow’” and majk ‘cheese mite’) and does not seem to have been productive
at all, at least not when the dialect was documented.” For this reason, we will focus
only on the two productive formations in the following. We identified 29 gender-shift
diminutives and 76 -kon diminutives in the material, i.e. 105 diminutive forms in total.
Note, however, that the two derivations are occasionally attested with the same base
word (e.g. favl ‘bird’ and mye ‘young woman, girl’). On the other hand, the base words
of 21 -kon diminutives are not attested, whether by accident or because they did not
exist in the dialect.!” The semantic analysis is based on the 84 diminutive forms where
the base word could be identified.

The derivation of the gender-shift diminutive is the simpler of the two. It involves
only a change of the grammatical gender of a noun from common to neuter, as
illustrated by the rule in (12).!!

( 12) [X] noun, +common - [X] noun, +neuter

b >
X —  ‘small x

No other formal change is involved in the gender-shift diminutive, which we
consider a case of zero-derivation from one noun class (gender) to another (see
Jurafsky 1996:534). A few initial examples of gender-shift diminutives are given

in (13).

(13) hot (c) ‘(wooden) hut — hot (N) ‘small earthen hut’
huund (c) ‘dog’ —  huund (N) ‘little dog’ (pejorative)
sieb (C) ‘soap’ — sieb (N) ‘piece of soap’

In a few cases, the simplex word is only attested with common gender, but the
neuter is found in one or more compounds which clearly refer to smaller entities,
such as the ones in (14).

(14) boam (C) ‘tree’ —  pontjarboam (N) ‘fastening pole’ (on a hay cart)
puort (C) ‘gate, barn door’ —  kalgoarpuort (N) ‘garden gate’ (in a fence)

Note that boam ‘tree’ is attested in several compounds referring to different kinds of
trees, all of which have common gender (e.g. danboam ‘fir’, plomboam ‘plum tree’);
the only attested neuter compound is pontjorboam, which refers to a pole used to
secure a load of hay (German Wiesbaum).

The derivation of the suffixal diminutive involves the addition of the morpheme
-kan to the stem of a noun, following the rule in (15) and illustrated by three
examples in (16).

(15) [X] noun [X'kan]noun, +neuter

>

b ,
X —  ‘small x

https://doi.org/10.1017/50332586526100754 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0332586526100754

10 Sune Gregersen & Marie Herget Christensen

(16) hej ‘hill —  hgjkon ‘small hill
uost ‘cheese’ — wuostkon ‘small cheese’
skie ‘spoon’  —  skiekan ‘teaspoon’

However, the full picture is slightly more complicated than the basic rule in (15)
suggests. Firstly, the diminutive suffix has at least three phonologically conditioned
variants; after /ni/ and /1i/ (orthographic <nd> and <ld>) it is normally realized
/tjon/, after /t/ it is normally realized /jon/, and after /s/ it is realized /xon/, as shown
in (17) and (18).12

(17) -kan — tjon / {ni 1i}_
— jon [ t_
— xon/s_
—  kon elsewhere
(18) mond /monJ/ ‘mouth®  —  montjon /moni-tjon/ ‘small mouth’
gryt Igryt/ ‘pot’ —  grytjon /gryt-jon/ ‘small pot’

las /las/ load’ (e.g. hay) — laskan /las-xon/ ‘small load’

Secondly, a number of nouns have unpredictable diminutive forms, usually
involving shortening or mutation of the stem vowel (see 19) or the insertion of /o/
before the diminutive suffix (see 20). Some are even more irregular, such as the
diminutives of vindang ‘window’ and tjaab ‘chin’ shown in (21), with loss of /p/ and
unexpected use of the allomorph /tjon/, respectively.

(19)  huund ‘dog’ — huntjon fittle dog, doggie’ (affectionate)
myo ‘young woman, girfl' — mdjkon ‘young girl’

(20) Iuk ‘trapdoor, hatch® —  lukokon ‘small trapdoor, hatch’
hier ‘shepherd’ —  hierakar PL ‘young shepherds’ (SG unattested)

(21) vindong ‘window’ —  vindokon ‘small window’
tjaab ‘chin’ —  tjabtjon ‘little chin’ (only in nursery rhyme)

Most attested plurals of suffixal diminutives are formed by dropping the final /n/
and adding the plural suffix /(o)r/, such as mdjkor ‘young girls’, lukokar ‘small
trapdoors, hatches’, and hierakar in (20). A small number, mainly Low German
loanwords, have plural forms involving the addition of the suffix /s/, such as
motakars from metokon ‘nut (fastener)” and kofargons or koforgars from koforgon
‘small chest, box’.

The material contains no examples of diminutives formed from other parts of
speech, similar to Dutch examples like kleintje ‘little one, child’ (from the adjective
klein) and uitje ‘trip, excursion’ (from the adposition uit) (see Booij 2022a for
further examples). In other words, all attested diminutives in Vi6l Danish have a
nominal base. As far as we can tell, the two diminutive formations were both
productive when the dialect was recorded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974:16, 20) characterize them as such (see also
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Bjerrum 1931:124-125), and both constructions are found not only with Low
German loanwords, but also with inherited Scandinavian words, such as muos ‘bog’,
myp ‘young woman, girl’, uost ‘cheese’, and vindang ‘window’.

Before presenting the semantic and pragmatic analysis of the two diminutive
constructions, it is worth highlighting a few distributional differences between them.
Firstly, while -kon diminutives may be formed from both common and neuter
nouns, by necessity the gender-shift diminutive can only be formed from common
nouns. The pool of potential base words for the gender-shift diminutive is thus
smaller than for the -kon diminutive. Furthermore, while we found a number of
diminutiva tantum with -kan in the material, i.e. -kan diminutives with no attested
base word, gender-shift diminutives can only be identified as such if the corre-
sponding common gender form is recorded as well. Finally, we have not found any
clear examples of plural gender-shift diminutives. Given that the distinction
between common and neuter gender is largely neutralized in the plural, it is possible
that gender-shift diminutives simply could not be recognized as such in the plural.
By contrast, the plural forms of many -kon diminutives are attested, and for a few of
them we only have the plural form, not the singular (see hierakor in [20] above). The
fact that we identified more -kan forms than gender-shift diminutives is thus
unsurprising and cannot tell us anything about the relative productivity of the
constructions.

4.2 Meaning and use

Based on the semantic descriptions and language use in the material, we found that
the -kan and the gender-shift diminutive can both be used with a range of functions.
Inspired by Jurafsky (1993, 1996) and several of the contributions to Ponsonnet &
Vuillermet (2018), we decided to map these different functions to the extent possible
and see which similarities and differences might be found between the two con-
structions. The semantic classification was introduced in Section 2, but will also be
illustrated with Vi6l Danish examples in the following.

As already mentioned in the previous section, the two constructions could both
be used with the ‘core’ diminutive meaning SMALLER REFERENT, where the derived
noun simply refers to a smaller version of the base referent:

(22) SMALLER REFERENT
favl (c) ‘bird — favl (N) ‘small bird’
botal ‘bottle’  —  botalgon ‘small bottle’

According to Bjerrum & Bjerrum, shifting the gender of favl from common to
neuter results in the meaning ‘small bird’. Similarly, adding -kan to the noun botal
results in the meaning ‘small bottle’. In some examples in the material, the
SMALLER REFERENT meaning is supported by an adjective with the same meaning,
i.e. there may be semantic harmony between the diminutive construction and an
attributive adjective. Compare the co-occurrence of smoa ‘small’ and the
diminutive form byntokar in (23a) with the use of stuor ‘big’ with the base word
bynd in (23D).
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(23) a. dend ver jo i sddn smoa bynt-aka-r
3sG.C become.PRS.3sG ENIM in such.PL small.PL bundle-DIM-PL
bond-an
bind-pTCP

‘well, it is tied into such small bundles’

b. sd ver=an samoal = bond-an i stuor bynd
then become.PRS.35G=35G.C together =bind-pTCP in large bundle[pL]
‘then it is tied together in big bundles’

(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.vv. byndken, hor)

As discussed in Section 2, diminutives often have functions other than just
expressing small size. In the Viél Danish material, we have found diminutives of
both types with four semantic functions: YOUNGER REFERENT, CLASSIFICATORY,
SIMILATIVE, and MERONYMIC. An example of each construction with the YOUNGER
REFERENT meaning is shown in (24).

(24) YOUNGER REFERENT
myo (C) ‘young woman, girl — mye (N) ‘young girl’
kvej ‘(pregnant) heifer’ —  kvejkan ‘(young) heifer’

The lexeme mye with common gender refers to a young woman, whereas myg with
neuter gender is reported to refer to a young girl, typically of school age. In a similar
way, kvej and kvejkon refer to a heifer at different ages, kvejkon before its first
pregnancy, kvej after it has mated for the first time (after giving birth, it becomes a
kuo ‘cow’). In these cases, the diminutive thus refers to a younger version of the base
referent.

Diminutives with a CLASSIFICATORY function are frequently attested in the
material and are found with both constructions, as shown in (25).

(25) CLASSIFICATORY
tut (C) ‘bag’ (e.g. for flour) — tut (N) ‘cornet, pointed paper bag’ (for sweets)
huus ‘house’ —  huskon ‘(small) sod house’

The common noun tut refers to a bag used e.g. for flour, coffee, or oats. The gender-
shifted diminutive form fut refers not to a smaller exemplar of such a bag, but to a
specific type of pointed paper bag used for sweets. Similarly, the derived diminutive
huskan does not refer to any small house, but to a specific kind of sod house used for
shelter.

The SIMILATIVE type involves referents with are similar to the referent of the base
noun. For instance, the examples in (26) refer to children by highlighting a simi-
larity with a physical object (in terms of shape) and an animal (in terms of
behaviour).

(26) SIMILATIVE

prap (C) ‘plug, cork’ —  prdp (N) ‘little plug’ (about a little girl)
griis ‘pig’ —  grisken ‘little pig’ (about a dirty child)
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Note that while these examples obviously refer to children, they do not fit neatly
in the category YOUNGER REFERENT because the referent of the diminutive form is
not a younger version of the base referent. Another example of a similative
diminutive is puoskan ‘swaddle’ in (27), which is derived from puos ‘bag; vulva’. We
assume that the meaning ‘swaddle’ is derived from the meaning ‘bag’ because of the
similarity in shape and function.

(27) SIMILATIVE
puos ‘bag; vulva® —  puoskan ‘swaddle’

Note that our category SIMILATIVE is slightly broader than Jurafsky’s (1996) category
‘imitation’, which covers cases where the diminutive form refers to an imitation or
copy of the base referent. While some examples in our material can be considered
cases of imitation, e.g. bddtjon bib’ from bddrt ‘beard’, we prefer to analyse these as
instances of a broader SIMILATIVE category.

The two constructions are also both found in MERONYMIC contexts where the
diminutive noun refers to a part of a whole, though this is rare in the material. The
-kan diminutive in (28) is the only example of this construction in meronymic use.
The base word rind refers to the entire crust of a loaf of bread, while the diminutive
rintjon refers to the heel, i.e. a part of the crust:

(28) MERONYMIC
rind ‘crust  —  rintjon ‘heel’ (end of the loaf)

With the gender-shift diminutive there are two examples of meronymic use, given in
(29). With common gender, muos refers to a bog in its entirety, while neuter muos
means ‘peat’. We interpret this as a meronymic relation, peat being one of the
constituent parts of a bog. Similarly, common spoan refers to an entire layer of
wood, while the neuter compound hevispoan refers to the smaller fragments of this
that are shaved off with a plane.

(29) MERONYMIC
muos (C) ‘bog’ —  muos (N) ‘peat’
spoan (C) ‘layer of wood” —  hevispoan (N) ‘plane shavings, swarf

Thus far, we have discussed functions that are attested for both diminutive
constructions. We now turn to the two functions that we only found with the
gender-shift diminutive and the one function which we only found with the -kan
diminutive. We begin with a function - the SINGULATIVE one - which is only
securely attested once; see (30).

(30) SINGULATIVE
sieb (C) ‘soap’ —  sieb (N) ‘piece of soap’

Common sieb is a mass noun referring to soap as a product, whereas neuter sieb is a
count noun referring to an individual piece of soap. Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974, s.v.
scebe) record a few minimal pairs like (31) to illustrate the difference. Note common
deend and guo in (31a) vs. neuter gdt in (31b).
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(31) a. dend sieb @r guo
DEM.C soap(C) be.PrS.3sG good.c
‘that kind of soap is good’

b. ar  sieb @r gat
DEF soap(N) bePRS.3sG good.N
‘the (piece of) soap is good’

The other function which is unique to the gender-shift diminutive in the material
is the PEJORATIVE one, i.e. negative speaker attitude. This was noted by Bjerrum &
Bjerrum (1974, s.v. en), though they do not mention that this meaning is not
recorded for the -kan diminutive. The following are examples where the gender shift
is explicitly said to have pejorative meaning:

(32) PEJORATIVE
kvind (c) ‘young woman’ —  kvind (N) ‘irresponsible young woman’
huund (c) ‘dog’ —  huund (N) ‘little dog’ (pejorative)
atsk (c) ‘backside’ —  nusalatsk (N) ‘dawdler’ (lit. ‘dawdle arse’)

The noun kvind with common gender is the neutral term for an unmarried woman,
but with neuter gender it takes on a disapproving meaning and implies that the
woman is somehow irresponsible or improper. In the example in (33a) it refers to a
young woman who is disorderly, in (33b) to someone who is promiscuous.

(33) a. der «r xddr engon reegol ve der kvind
EXPL be.PRS.3sG atall no.c order(c) by DEM.N youngwoman(c)
‘there is no orderliness at all in that young woman’

b. at vil-t kvind
INDEN  wild-N  young.woman(N)
‘a wild (promiscuous) young woman’
(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.vv. regel, vild)

With some other lexemes, it is not explicitly stated that the neuter form was
pejorative, but the available examples suggest that this was its function. Compare
kvindmindask, another word for ‘woman’ (lit. ‘woman person’), which has common
gender in the neutral context in (34a), but neuter gender in the disapproving
expression in (34b)."?

(34) a. hun cr stuor a vewrar @tor an kvind-mindosk
she bePrs3sG tall and sturdy after INDF.C woman-person(c)
‘she is tall and sturdy for a woman’

b. at gal-havar-ar kvind-mindask
INDE.N angry-head-ADjz woman-person(N)
‘a hot-tempered woman’
(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.vv. stor, gal)
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This use of diminutive constructions to refer disparagingly to women has been
observed in many other languages (Jurafsky 1996:547-548). However, note that in
Viél Danish, pejorative diminutives do not appear to have been limited to female
referents; the compound kaarlmindask ‘man’ (lit. ‘man person’) is also recorded
with neuter gender, like kvindmindask in (34b), and nusalatsk ‘dawdler’ (see [32]) is
not reported to be restricted to women.

The only function which is unique to the -kan diminutive is the HYPOCORISTIC
one, i.e. a type of positive speaker evaluation. The -kan diminutive of mand ‘man’ is
used as a term of endearment for a boy, and from huund ‘dog’ one can derive the
affectionate diminutive huntjon (also mentioned in [19] above).

(35) HYPOCORISTIC
mand ‘man’ — mantjon ‘little man’ (term of endearment for a boy)
huund ‘dog  — huntjan ‘little dog, doggie’ (affectionate)

In the following nursery rhyme, one of the only attested examples of child-directed
speech, there are several diminutives whose function is clearly mainly affectionate;
the rhyme is accompanied by gestures towards the child’s chin (tjabtjon, see [21]
above), mouth, cheek, nose, and eye, after which it nods its head.!*

(36) tjaab tjab-tion / mond  mon-tjon / kind  kin-tjan /  nees pib-gon /
chin chin-DiIM mouth mouth-DIM cheek cheek-DIM nose pipe-DIM
oj trddn-gon / tipar hddn-gon
eye tear[?]-DIM birdy rooster[?]-DIM
‘Chin, little chin / mouth, little mouth / cheek, little cheek / nose, little pipe / eye,
little tear[?] / birdy, little rooster[?]” (Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.v. kaebe)

The -kan diminutive may also have affectionate connotations even when it occurs in
one of the other functions. The form hierakor in (37), from a short verse, is recorded
as referring to shepherd boys (i.e. a YOUNGER REFERENT), but it clearly occurs in an
affectionate context.

(37) ax xat di stakals  hier-oko-r / di  eer
oh God DEM.PL poor  shepherd-DIM-PL 3PL be.PRS.PL
s lddng-t froa ar  boj
so long-N from DEF town(c)
‘oh God, the poor little shepherds / they are so far from town’
(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.v. hyrdeken)

Note, finally, that the -kon diminutive was very productive in the formation of
nicknames (Bjerrum 1934, 1944:222-226), which we assume were generally
hypocoristic. Two examples from the texts are mataskon (diminutive of Matthes
‘Matthew’) and hanskan (diminutive of Hans ‘John’) (Bjerrum 1975:84).

The semantic analysis has shown that there was a great deal of functional overlap
between the two diminutive constructions. They are both attested with the
meanings SMALLER REFERENT, YOUNGER REFERENT, CLASSIFICATORY, SIMILATIVE,
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Figure 1. Attested meanings of gender-shift (—) and -kan (- - -) diminutive.

and MERONYMIC. The gender-shift diminutive is also recorded with the meaning
SINGULATIVE, but only once, so we cannot say if this was a real difference between
the two constructions. However, a clear difference emerges within the field of
qualitative meanings, i.e. speaker attitude: whenever one of the two constructions
expresses speaker attitude, the gender-shift diminutive always has PEJORATIVE
meaning, and the -kon diminutive always has HYPOCORISTIC meaning. Figure 1
schematizes the functions that are recorded for the two constructions in the data.

There are only a few words in the material which are found with both con-
structions. The word huund ‘dog’ is worth citing again because it neatly illustrates
the difference in speaker attitude; compare the meanings in (38).

(38) huund (c) ‘dog — huund (N) ‘little dog’ (PEJORATIVE)
—  huntjan ‘little dog, doggie’ (HYPOCORISTIC)

The gender-shift diminutive huund is reported to have pejorative meaning, as in
(39a), whereas the -kon form huntjan is attested in several quotes where the main
consultant is speaking affectionately about or to her dog, as in (39b).

(39) a. der @r at tompar  huund
DEM.N be.PRS.35G INDE.N stupid  dog(N)
“That is a stupid (little) dog’

b. @ truor du cest kluog  ndk
1sG.NOM think.PRS.SG 2SG.NOM be.PRS.28G clever enough
mit hun-tjan

1sG.POSs.N  dog-DIM
‘I think you are clever enough, my little doggie’
(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.vv. tumpet, hundken)

It should be stressed that the two constructions do not always have qualitative
connotations. For some other lexemes where both diminutives are recorded, no
functional difference between them is mentioned, or the difference does not appear
to be related to diminution. Compare the two diminutive formations from myg;
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the gender-shift form is reported to refer to a school-aged girl, whereas the -kan
form refers to an even younger girl:

(40) mye (c) ‘young woman, girl — mye (N) ‘girl’ (school age)
— mdjkan ‘young girl’ (before school age)

In this case, there is no indication in the material that the gender-shift diminutive
had negative connotations. The following quotation is from one of the consultants
talking about herself:

(41) som e var at let myo da  fek
as  1SG.NOM be.psT.1sG INDEN littleN girl(N) then get.pST.SG
@ at par handgelong-or

1SG.NOM INDEN pair(N) glove-pL
‘when I was a little girl I got a pair of gloves [for Christmas]’
(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.v. handkling)

Thus, the difference between the constructions was not that gender shift was always
pejorative and the -kan form always hypocoristic. Rather, the difference lies in their
functional potential: gender shift could be used to express pejorative meaning, and
the -kon diminutive could be hypocoristic - but apparently not the other way
around.

5. The role of language contact

We have argued that Vi6l Danish had a diminutive system with two available
morphological constructions, a situation which appears to be unique among the
Scandinavian languages. We will now briefly consider how this system may have
arisen, in particular how contact with Low German may have shaped it.

As for the suffix -kan, there is general agreement in the literature that it must
have been borrowed from Low German, the main contact language of Vi6l Danish
(Bjerrum 1931:124, Nielsen 1959:63, Hofmann 1961:73).!° This may at first appear
somewhat surprising, as the northernmost dialects of Low German have fre-
quently been cited as making no or only limited use of diminutives (Wrede
1908:91, Mensing 1927-35, s.v. -kan, Keller 1961:342). As Hofmann (1961:61-68)
shows, however, this is a relatively new state of affairs, as diminutives are amply
attested in northern Low German textual sources from the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and in the dialect dictionary by Schiitze (1800-06). Of course,
the suffix must have entered Viol Danish before it became obsolete in the Low
German contact dialects, and there are indeed good reasons to assume that it was
not a recent innovation in Viol Danish. First, as we noted above, there are both
phonologically conditioned allomorphs (-jon and -tjan) and several irregular
diminutive forms (e.g. mojkon < myp); this is unexpected if the form had been
borrowed within the last few generations. Second, there are -kan forms with
lexicalized meanings which are not immediately predictable from the base word
(e.g. puoskan ‘swaddle’ « puos ‘bag; vulva’); this semantic diversity must also have
had some time to develop. Third, -kan was clearly widely adopted in the com-
munity to form nicknames and place names (see note 8), and Bjerrum (1934)
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found several names with -kon in a list of farm names in Viél parish from 1798
(e.g. Lenckens, genitive diminutive of Lene, and Hanschen, diminutive of Hans).
We can thus assume that the formation was already established in Viél Danish at
least by the end of the eighteenth century.

Another question is how the suffix was borrowed into Vi6l Danish. It is
generally assumed that lexical borrowing is ‘a pre-requisite and a trigger for
morphological borrowing’ (Matras 2009:211). In other words, borrowed affixes do
not enter a language on their own, but as part of loanwords, from which they may
become productive and start appearing on inherited words, so-called ‘backwards
diffusion” (Matras 2009:209). We indeed find many Low German loanwords
among the -kon forms in the material. These include both apparent diminutiva
tantum with no corresponding base word (e.g. kaninkan ‘rabbit’, lantgan ‘plough
wheel’, lopakon ‘marble’; see also note 10) and pairs of base word and diminutive
(e.g. bddrt/bddtjen ‘beard/bib’, botal/botalgon ‘bottle/small bottle’, jong/jonkan
‘boy/little boy’). The number of such loanwords must have been sufficiently large
for the formative -kan to be recognized and adapted as a productive affix within
Viél Danish itself.

The development of the gender-shift diminutive, on the other hand, does not
appear to be a direct result of language contact. While the use of gender shifts to
express evaluative meanings is cross-linguistically widespread (Di Garbo
2014:145-176, Vanhove & Ahmed 2018:54-55, Steriopolo 2021), we are not aware
of any comparable diminutive constructions in the immediate neighbours of Viél
Danish. In this case, we suggest that the diminutive was an internal development
motivated by the almost exclusive use of the neuter when referring to children and
animal offspring in the dialect. Not only are most nouns referring to young
individuals neuter, the neuter was also used when referring anaphorically to chil-
dren and young animals, as in the examples in (42).

(42) a. her du=er ve ar  bryst
have.PRS.SG 2SG.NOM=3sG.N by DEF breast(N)
‘do you breastfeed it [a baby]?’

b. der  her gang-an ar  hiel dav a peb-an
3sG.N have.PRS.SG go-PTCP DEF whole day(c) and chirp-pTCP
‘it [a chick] has been chirping all day’
(Bjerrum & Bjerrum 1974, s.vv. bryst, hel)

Because of this association between the neuter and the semantic feature ‘young’,
neuter gender assignment became a strategy for referring to younger referents. From
there, it was gradually extended to referents of smaller size and to the other
meanings discussed above. Whether this happened before, after, or concurrently
with the development of the -kan diminutive is impossible to say. It is quite likely,
however, that language contact had also played an indirect role in the development
of the gender-shift diminutive. The association between neuter gender and human
and animal offspring appears to be an areal feature which the dialects of southern
Denmark share with Low German and North Frisian (see Lofstedt 1968:9-10).
A detailed comparison of the gender systems of these languages is beyond the scope
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of this study, but our conjecture would be that the southern Danish and North
Frisian systems were, at least in part, shaped by Low German influence. In this way,
the gender-shift diminutive would also ultimately have its origins in language
contact, although of course in a much less direct way than the -kan diminutive.

6. Conclusion

We hope to have shown that Viol Danish - unlike the modern Scandinavian
languages - had a productive diminutive system which was still used by the last
speakers in the early twentieth century. We have argued that the dialect had two
distinct diminutive formations, one involving a suffix and the other a gender shift
from common to neuter. We found that there was a great deal of functional overlap
between them - both are attested with roughly the same range of meanings - but a
clear difference emerged within the domain of qualitative evaluation: while the -kon
diminutive could be used to express affection, including in nicknames, the gender-
shift diminutive could be used with pejorative meaning. Finally, we suggested that
language contact played a direct or indirect role in the development of both
constructions: -kon is a clear case of borrowed morphology from earlier Low
German, while the gender-shift diminutive was motivated by the same association
between neuter and youth which is also found in Low German and North Frisian.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/50332586526100754
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Notes
1 The interlinear glosses in this paper adhere to the Leipzig Glossing Rules. The following abbreviations
are used: ADJz = adjectivizer; ¢ = common gender; DEF = definite; DEM = demonstrative;

DIM = diminutive; ENIM = enimitive (uncontroversial information); EXPL = expletive; INDF = indefinite;
NOM = nominative; N = neuter gender; O = object; OBL = oblique; PL = plural; PTCP = participle;
S = subject; sG = singular; Vg, = finite verb; V,onan = non-finite verb.

2 A very similar definition is used in the Grambank chapter on diminutives, which describes these as
productive markers that ‘minimally encode smaller size’ (https://grambank.clld.org/parameters/GB187).
However, it is not clear to us whether the Vi6l Danish gender-shift diminutive would satisfy the condition
that the diminutive marker must be ‘phonologically bound’, as this does not involve the addition of any
overt marker. See Section 4 for more information on the formation of the gender-shift diminutive.

3 Indeed, diminutive markers frequently derive historically for nouns meaning ‘child’, ‘son’, etc.; see
Jurafsky (1996:560-564), Kuteva et al. (2019:88-90), and references therein. As pointed out to us by Olga
Fischer (pers. comm.), the type YOUNGER REFERENT could possibly be considered a subtype of SMALLER
REFERENT, given that children and animal young are usually smaller than adults.

4 In fact, waasgonechgaans may also have the more prototypical diminutive meaning ‘small lamp’ as well as
the classificatory diminutive meaning ‘flashlight’ (see Rhodes 1990:157-158).

5 In an additional 720 languages, the contributors were not able to determine whether there was a
diminutive or not (https://grambank.clld.org/parameters/GB187). We note in passing that standard Danish
is mistakenly classified as a language with a diminutive in Grambank: the reference grammar surveyed for
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the project (Bredsdorff 1965) mentions a diminutive suffix (-ling), but does not specify that the suffix in
question is unproductive in the modern language.

6 Hoder & Winter (2020:83) also mention the existence of diminutive -kan in the Angeln Danish dialect of
eastern Schleswig. Unfortunately, only five potential candidates with -kan appear to be recorded (Nielsen &
Nyberg 1995:276), of which four are certain or likely Low German loan words. Because of this lack of
evidence, we will not consider the Angeln dialect any further here.

7 The diminutive suffix -kan is also recorded in a substantial number of proper nouns, namely personal
names (Bjerrum 1934) and placenames like Stienhgjkon ‘Little Rock Hill' and Eengkon ‘Little Meadow’
(Bjerrum 1931:124). These are not included in the dictionary by Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974), and because
they are hardly possible to analyse semantically, we have not made a systematic collection of them. On the
basis of Bjerrum’s descriptions, we assume that -kan on personal names was mainly hypocoristic, whereas in
placenames it was more likely used to highlight the small size of the referent.

8 All Vi6l Danish forms are cited from Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974) unless otherwise indicated. We give the
forms in Bjerrum & Bjerrum’s phonemic orthography, with two exceptions. First, we do not include
indications of stress, which is largely predictable and not directly relevant to the analysis of diminutives.
Second, we have not kept Bjerrum & Bjerrum’s use of roman type to indicate lack of phonemic opposition in
certain environments. For instance, they write the word form stien ‘stone, rock’ <stien> with roman <t> to
indicate that the opposition between /t/ and /d/ is neutralized after /s/. We do not consider this phonological
information necessary for our purposes here.

9 Most of the loanwords with -(2)k are also found in Standard Danish (e.g. rollike ‘yarrow’ and maddike
‘maggot’), where the suffix is unproductive as well. For Viol Danish, Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974:288) also
posit an even rarer suffix -kor, only attested in a couple of words, which we doubt was ever a productive
morpheme in the dialect.

10 Some of these apparent diminutiva tantum are probably older derivations where the base word was lost,
e.g. rinkan ‘small clay pot’. Others are transparent loans from Low German, such as dyntjon ‘anecdote’ and
fotjan ‘round pancake’ (see Mensing 1927-35, s.vv. Dontje; Forten, Futtje).

11 For the sake of simplicity, we give the meaning of the diminutives as ‘small x’ in (12) and (15), but see
Section 4.2 for further details on the semantics.

12 Depending on the analysis, the four realizations in (17) might be reducible to two allomorphs /tjon/ and
/kan/, with reduction of /-t + t-/ and spirantization of /k/ after /s/ (as assumed by Bjerrum 1944:187-188 and
reflected in the spelling <skan>). On the origin of /tjon/ from earlier /kon/, see Bjerrum (1934: 40-41) and,
on the parallel development in Low German, Lasch (1918:29-31). Note that Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974)
sometimes write the allomorph /kon/ as <kon> and sometimes as <gon>, e.g. <bulkon> ‘bird cage’ vs.
<krol-gon> ‘whorl (on spinning wheel)’ (the hyphen indicates a syllable boundary). The reason for this is
unclear to us, as Bjerrum (1944:140-141, 222-223) does not reckon with a contrast between /k/ and /g/ in
this position. If it is due to an analytical change since Bjerrum (1944), it is not made explicit in the
introduction by Bjerrum & Bjerrum (1974:9-19).

13 See also Schleswig-Holstein Low German Minsch, which is usually masculine, but neuter when used
pejoratively, ‘especially about women’ (Mensing 1927-35, s.v. Minsch, our translation).

14 The meaning of trddngon and hddngon is not recorded, but the forms most likely derive from unattested
Low German loanwords meaning ‘tear’ and ‘rooster’, respectively (see Mensing 1927-35, s.vv. Traan 2;
Haan). The word tipar is a nursery word and call for chickens and possibly ducks; it is attested in several
other Western Danish dialects (Feilberg 1886-1914, s.v. tippe 1) as well as the Low German dialects in the
former Danish-speaking areas of Schleswig (Mensing 1927-35, s.v. Tiep).

15 Hofmann (1961:73) briefly entertains (and rejects) the possibility that -kan might have come from North
Frisian, in which case a form like *-ka would be expected instead. In spite of their close proximity, there is
little evidence of North Frisian influence on Vi6l Danish (see e.g. the short list of possible loan words in
Bjerrum 1999:12). Despite Hofmann (1961), the semantics and pragmatics of diminutives in North Frisian
still remain to be investigated in detail.
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