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Abstract
The article presents an analysis of case morphology in the Cruz Machado dialect, a herit-
age dialect of Polish spoken in a municipality in the Brazilian state of Paraná. The analy-
sis uses transcripts of  interviews conducted in Cruz Machado in 2018 with 30 dialect 
speakers aged 33–81 (Zaremba 2023) and examines 402 NPs, 81 personal pronouns, and 
116 nominal borrowings from Portuguese. The results point to a high degree of morpho-
logical resilience, with baseline matching reaching 98% for NPs and 97% for pronouns. 
Portuguese-origin nouns display reduced morphological adaptation of nearly 89%. These 
numbers are notable considering the dialect’s century-long development in relative iso-
lation, a historical lack of institutional support for minority languages, and the likely im-
minent shift to Portuguese as the dominant community language. The analysis focuses 
on the possible fine-grained restructuring, like the representation of the dative, the resil-
ience of the genitive of negation, and case marking in the oblique position. 
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Abstrakt
Przedmiotem artykułu jest analiza morfologii przypadka w dialekcie języka polskiego 
odziedziczonego używanego w  Cruz Machado, gminie w  brazylijskim stanie Paraná. 
Analiza opiera się na transkrypcjach wywiadów przeprowadzonych w terenie w 2018 r. 
z 30 użytkownikami dialektu w wieku od 33 do 81 lat (Zaremba 2023) i obejmuje 402 fra-
zy nominalne, 81 zaimków osobowych oraz 116 zapożyczeń nominalnych z języka por-
tugalskiego. Wyniki wskazują na  wysoki stopień zachowania morfologii przypadka. 
Zgodność z obranym kryterium porównawczym wynosi 98% dla fraz nominalnych i 97% 
dla zaimków. Rzeczowniki pochodzenia portugalskiego wykazują zmniejszoną adapta-
cję morfologiczną wynoszącą prawie 89%. Liczby te są godne uwagi w świetle ponad 
stuletniego rozwoju dialektu w oderwaniu od kontekstu zewnętrznego, a także zważyw-
szy na historyczny brak wsparcia dla języków mniejszościowych oraz postępujące wy-
pieranie dialektów mniejszościowych przez dominujący portugalski. Analiza skupia się 
na obszarach, w których może się dokonywać subtelna restrukturyzacja paradygmatów, 
takich jak celownik, dopełniacz zaprzeczenia oraz frazy przyimkowe.

Słowa kluczowe
adaptacja zapożyczeń, język polski w  Brazylii, język odziedziczony, morfologia przy-
padka, zachowanie dialektu

1. Introduction: Assessing heritage speakers

The data used in this study come from subjects who, in their majority, con-
form to Rothman’s (2009: 156) definition of a heritage speaker as someone 
who has acquired a minority language at home, with the resulting profi-
ciency likely differing “from that of native monolinguals of comparable age”. 
This means that the distinct input the speakers receive, as well as the higher 
cost of processing and maintaining an ancestral language in an environment 
dominated by another language, can lead to changes in the competence that 
follow identifiable scripts (Polinsky & Scontras 2019). However, the tenden-
cies outlined in general heritage language research do not necessarily hold 
true for the population investigated in this study. Whereas much of the lit-
erature focuses on second-generation speakers in immigrant contexts, Cruz 
Machado speakers, like speakers of other comparable Brazilian minority lan-
guages, represent the third and fourth generation of continuous transmis-
sion in situ. The discussion of this rare demographic that, despite the pas-
sage of time, still speaks the ancestral language fairly well is one important 
contribution of this article.

The present study aimed to assess case morphology, arguably one of the 
most widely explored aspects in heritage language research. Conclusions 
in that regard are far from straightforward, with some studies in Slavic her-
itage languages showing a thorough restructuring of the case marking sys-
tem, while others uncovering little difference compared to the homeland va-
riety. These divergent findings highlight the need to consider how factors 
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such as study methodology, subject fluency, and the yardstick used for as-
sessing heritage language quality can influence results. This last question 
is crucial in the context of the present study, since the language spoken 
in Cruz Machado exhibits traits typical of a rural dialect2 spoken at the turn 
of the 20th century in the eastern part of what is now Polish territory (Za-
remba 2023). It stands to reason, then, that using modern European Polish 
to trace the resilience of the Cruz Machado dialect’s case morphology would 
be irrelevant. Establishing a viable baseline for meaningful assessment re-
mains one of the fundamental issues of heritage language research (cf. Po-
linsky 2018: 9–17).

Although this imperative is acknowledged in theory, most studies of her-
itage languages still assess them according to a canonical, generalized 
idea of the homeland variety, frequently as captured in the written stand-
ard (in the Polish context, see Dubisz 1997). This approach betrays a litera-
cy bias in this kind of research – it stacks the deck against heritage speak-
ers since most of them are illiterate in their ancestral language, and many 
are unfamiliar with the formal register (Brehmer 2021). It remains, of course, 
an open question how widespread the familiarity with the formal modality 
really is among homeland speakers. Recent research has indicated, in fact, 
that non-canonical patterns are commonplace in homeland and heritage 
speakers alike (Wiese et al. 2022), and many phenomena observed in herit-
age varieties seem to capitalize on the tendencies already present in some 
ways in the homeland language, e.g. in informal registers, diachrony or chil-
dren’s language (Brehmer & Czachór 2011; Polinsky 2018: 177–179; Wiese 
et al. 2022).

In the Polish context, for instance, heritage language research reports 
on the use of the relative sentence with the uninflected relativizer co ‘that’ 
rather than the inflected który ‘which’ (Laskowski 2009), a trait commonly 
associated with spoken homeland Polish (Guz 2017). Furthermore, heritage 
Polish speakers do not apply the virile/non-virile distinction3 in verbs con-
sistently (Laskowski 2009; Brehmer 2021: 29), while a fluctuation between 
these two verb forms is common in rural Polish (Karaś 2010c). Also, Slavic 
heritage speakers sometimes ignore the quantifier phrase internal agreement 
(Laskowski 2009), which again poses a challenge even for some homeland 
speakers (Dunaj et al. 1999). Finally, homeland speakers tend to leave du-
bious items uninflected (Dunaj et al. 1999), a tendency repeated on a larger 

2 In the context of Polish dialectology, “rural dialect” (gwara) refers to a marked variety 
of Polish typically spoken in the countryside and distinct from both the literary standard and 
urban vernaculars in its phonology, lexis, and morphosyntax. The distinct patterns relevant 
to the dialect under discussion are described and exemplified in Section 4.

3 The Polish gender system distinguishes between virile (masculine personal) and non-
virile (masculine animate/inanimate and other genders) in plural agreement.
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scale in heritage varieties. These phenomena are all attested in rural varie-
ties of homeland Polish from which the Cruz Machado dialect descends. Rec-
ognizing this link is crucial for assessing the Cruz Machado data on its own 
terms, using a realistic baseline rather than an idealized standard norm.

The article is divided into ten sections. Section 2 characterizes the socio-
linguistic background of the dialect under study. Section 3 gives a brief in-
troduction to the Polish case. Section 4 provides a summary of the baseline 
system observed in the Cruz Machado dialect. Section 5 discusses different 
outcomes in Slavic heritage case morphology. Section 6 is dedicated to nom-
inal borrowings, since these items tend to behave in more unpredictable 
ways and were classed separately so as not to skew the results. Section 7 
summarizes study predictions and research questions. Section 8 describes 
methodological proceedings. The results are presented and discussed in Sec-
tion 9. Section 10 concludes the study.

2. The Cruz Machado dialect: Sociolinguistic 
background

The Cruz Machado dialect is a heritage variety of Polish spoken in rural 
communities in a municipality in the Brazilian state of Paraná. Despite 
the influence of Portuguese, it has preserved many traits typical of a ru-
ral dialect of Polish spoken in what is now the eastern territory of Po-
land at the beginning of the 20th century (Zaremba 2023). It is one of the 
many varieties of migrant Polish used by descendants of Polish-speaking 
foreign workers in the rural settlements in the Brazilian South. It is also 
one of the 56 migrant languages spoken in the country (Morello 2019) and 
shares many sociolinguistic traits, like autonomous development, popula-
tion profile, and oral character, with the corresponding dialects of German, 
Italian, or Ukrainian. These heritage varieties have been explored to var-
ying degrees in research (e.g. Altenhofen & Morello 2022; Frasson 2022; 
Morello & Silveira 2022), though inflectional morphology has been less 
studied (e.g. Rosenberg 2015 for German). Such dialects have historically 
received little institutional support, although this has been changing in the 
last two decades (cf. Oliveira 2015). The migration to cities and the domi-
nance of Portuguese, especially on social media, have contributed to a de-
cline in the number of speakers (cf. Lucchesi 2015: 79), and recent research 
has indicated an imminent language shift in many communities (Miodunka 
2003; Ferreira 2019).

The migrant dialects of Polish spoken in Brazil have been a topic of re-
search, but mostly from a sociocultural perspective (e.g. Miodunka 2003; 
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Delong 2016; Mendes 2021; Bielenin-Lenczowska 2022). Some attention 
has been paid to the dialect lexis (Stańczewski 1925; Kawka 1996; Stąpor 
2017; 2020); also, phonological studies have been proliferating on the Bra-
zilian side (e.g. Costa & Gielinski 2014; Costa 2016; Niewiadomski & Costa 
2020). Very little emphasis has been placed on dialectological description, 
with Zaremba’s 2023 monograph being the first such description for the 
Cruz Machado variety. The year 2024 marked the beginning of the Invento-
ry of the Polish language in Brazil, a project whose objectives are to identify 
and codify the geographical diversity of this language (Mendes 2024, per-
sonal communication).4 However, since little dialectological legwork has 
been done so far on individual varieties, this project will need to conduct 
substantial original research to achieve its goal.

3. Case in Polish

The Polish case system is built around seven grammatical cases: nomina-
tive (or the unmarked case), genitive, dative, accusative, instrumental, loc-
ative, and vocative; the last one is rare in spoken data and not included 
in comparable case morphology studies (Laskowski 2009; Łyskawa & Nagy 
2020). Furthermore, nouns in Polish are declined according to gender (mas-
culine, feminine, neuter), number (singular, plural), and animacy (in cer-
tain paradigms). This information is fused into a single ending that attaches 
to nouns, pronouns, and adjectives. The endings are determined by the de-
clension class, though the exact classification is not relevant for the pur-
pose of this research (cf. Orzechowska 1999: 270–332). All elements within 
an NP, including adjectives, numerals, and determiners, exhibit morpholog-
ical agreement for gender, number, and case, and the specific case is trig-
gered by a verb, a preposition, or a specific construction, as shown in the ex-
amples below. In (1), the verb triggers the accusative case; in (2), the trigger 
is the preposition; and in (3), the experiencer construction triggers the da-
tive form of the pronoun.

(1)	 zapaliła	 t-ę	 such-ą	 słom-ę5

	 She.lit.up	 this.FEM.ACC.SG	 dry.FEM.ACC.SG	 straw.FEM.ACC.SG

(2)	 chodził	 do szkoł-y
	 He.went	 to school.FEM.GEN.SG

4 See also: http://ipol.org.br/inventario-da-lingua-polonesapolaca-do-brasil/.
5 Glosses follow the Leipzig Convention; translations appear with less transparent con-

structions, as in (3). For readability, only elements pertinent to the case marking analysis are 
glossed.

http://this.FEM.ACC.SG
http://dry.FEM.ACC.SG
http://straw.FEM.ACC.SG
http://school.FEM.GEN.SG
http://ipol.org.br/inventario-da-lingua-polonesapolaca-do-brasil/
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(3)	 mu	 lepiej,	 jak	 się	 prześpi
	 him.DAT	 better	 when	 REFL	 has.slept
	 ‘He’s doing better when he’s slept’

Some regional variation is observed in Polish case markings, with certain 
patterns attested in specific geographic areas. The rural variation specifical-
ly is covered in more detail in the next section, where the case marking pat-
terns of the Cruz Machado dialect are described as the baseline for the phe-
nomena observed in the study.

One pertinent characteristic of Polish case morphology is syncretism, 
in which multiple case functions are expressed by the same morphologi-
cal form. Most importantly for the context of this research, inanimate mas-
culine nouns share identical nominative and accusative forms (e.g. dom.
NOM=ACC ‘house’), as do all neuter nouns (e.g. okno.NOM=ACC ‘win-
dow’); this has implications for the study since the nominative is the un-
marked case and its use could indicate paradigm simplification. Hence, in-
stances of syncretism in this context were annotated when classifying 
tokens. Syncretism is also observed across other cases (i.a. the accusative 
form aligns with the genitive case for animate masculine nouns, e.g. psa.
ACC=GEN ‘dog’); however, since these contexts do not include the nomina-
tive, or the unmarked form, they were treated in a straightforward manner 
and not annotated in any special way.

4. The Cruz Machado dialect: Observed patterns and 
the baseline

Because this study assesses the resilience of case morphology, a compara-
tive baseline is necessary to identify retention and change. In line with Roth-
man et al. (2022), no idealized or monolingual target is assumed. The base-
line used here is a historically plausible approximation of the dialect spoken 
by the original Polish settlers, as described in Zaremba (2023), reflecting the 
most likely input to first-generation heritage speakers. It is reconstructed 
from a combined analysis of the language spoken in the area today and rel-
evant dialectological sources (see below). This baseline represents a sum-
mary of forms observed in the corpus, anchoring the analysis of variation 
and change, and presupposes neither monolingualism nor uniformity. Giv-
en that the first Polish-speaking migrants came from an area under foreign 
rule (likely Russia or Austr ia-Hungary), it is probable that many already 
had some degree of multilingual competence, which they further developed 
upon encountering other language codes in Brazil. What follows is a brief 
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outline of this system as it pertains to case morphology, with a focus on ar-
eas relevant to the analysis.

According to Zaremba (2023), the baseline is a rural variety of Polish, 
characterized by dominant traits associated with the Polish East and a signif-
icant amount of interdialectal variation. In the context of this study, this di-
alect differs from the Polish standard in that it exhibits distinct NP-internal 
agreement,6 a preference for the -ów ending in GEN.PL and a general avoid-
ance of zero endings, a distinct valence of some verbs, and a distinct distri-
bution of some prepositions. The examples below, with a few marked excep-
tions, are taken from the Cruz Machado corpus (Zaremba 2024). Importantly, 
due to interdialect variation, some of these traits, e.g. (6), (7) or (8), might 
coexist with tendencies approximating the modern standard (cf. dialect 
leveling in heritage languages, Brehmer 2021).

(4)	 NP-internal agreement shows morphological leveling, i.e. homogeneous endings 
(Karaś 2010e)

	 zapaliła7	 t-e8	 słom-e	 such-e	 CMD9

	 zapaliła	 t-ę	 słom-ę	 such-ą	 ESP10

	 She.lit.up	 this.SG.FEM.ACC	 straw.SG.FEM.ACC	 dry.SG.FEM.ACC

(5)	 Preference for salient endings over null endings, especially in GEN.PL (Karaś 2010b)

	 a)	 chciała	 przywieźć	 ryb-ów	 CMD
			  chciała	 przywieźć	 ryb-ø	 ESP
			  she.wanted	 bring	 fish.GEN.PL

	 b)	 wzioł11	 kij-a	 CMD
			  wziął	 kij-ø	 ESP
			  he.took	 stick.MASC.ACC.SG

6 Often referred to as concord in some syntactic frameworks.
7 Transcriptions follow a modified orthographic system with adjustments for salient pho-

nological processes. No standard orthography exists for the dialect; the system used aims 
at internal consistency and phonological plausibility rather than alignment with the standard 
Polish norm.

8 The transcription takes note of denasalization common in rural dialects (Karaś 2010f); 
however, this phonological trait is not relevant to the study’s context and will not be foot-
noted again (for more information, see Zaremba 2023).

9 I.e. Cruz Machado dialect.
10 I.e. European standard Polish.
11 Although wzioł is phonologically equivalent to standard Polish wziął (Maciołek & Tam-

bor 2018: 51), the transcription reflects the lack of a codified orthography in the Cruz Macha-
do dialect and does not indicate a  phonemic contrast; rather, it  follows the internal logic 
of the system adopted in the corpus.

http://GEN.PL
http://this.SG
http://dry.SG
http://GEN.PL
http://fish.GEN.PL
http://stick.MASC.ACC.SG
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(6)	 Variable valence of some verbs12

	 czekał	 jedzeni-a	 CMD
	 he.waited	 food.NEUT.GEN.SG
	 czekał	 na jedzeni-e	 ESP
	 he.waited	 for food.NEUT.ACC.SG

(7)	 Indirect object expressed by the analytic dla ‘for’ + GEN (Karaś 2010d)
	 damy	 dla	 syn-a	 CMD
	 we.will.give	 to	 son.MASC.GEN.SG
	 damy	 syn-owi	 ESP
	 we.will.give	 son.MASC.DAT.SG

(8)	 The use of the locative na ‘on’ with toponyms (cf. Bańko 2015; Łaziński 2021)
	 mieszkał na Santan-ie	 CMD
	 he.lived on Santana.FEM.LOC.SG
	 mieszkał w Santan-ie	 ESP
	 he.lived in Santana.FEM.LOC.SG

The non-canonical features as pertaining to the subject of this study (either 
in the NP-internal agreement or in NP inflection) were noted 25 times in the 
analyzed tokens, which meant the majority of investigated NP inflections 
would match standard Polish. This does not detract from the importance 
of using an appropriate baseline when investigating this dialect. The dialect 
shows considerable divergence from the standard in areas that were not the 
subject of this study, like conjugation paradigms, dual number endings, and 
various lexical gaps. There is also considerable variation in the QP internal 
agreement. Furthermore, the distinct phonology and lexis, as well as the am-
ple use of borrowing, make it hard to understand for speakers of standard 
Polish who do not speak any Portuguese13 (see the detailed discussion in Za-
remba 2023).

As can be seen from this discussion but also from the previous analy-
sis (Zaremba 2023), the dialect is largely conservative in nature and retains 
many patterns of the original variety spoken by the first settlers. This means 
that a thorough restructuring of the case system is unlikely. Subtle changes 
to the paradigms are a much more concrete possibility. The next section out-
lines what could be posited for the Cruz Machado data in this regard based 
on other Slavic heritage language studies.

12 According to the data gathered in the most recent fieldwork (June 2025), verb valence 
is an area of great variability. For example, some speakers accepted the first option, some the 
second, and some both; this occurred with many similar pairings. More focused studies are 
needed to fully explain these patterns. 

13 This has proven a problem in the morphosyntactic tagging project, which is now un-
derway for the corpus. A standard Polish speaker who did not speak Portuguese struggled 
immensely with understanding the transcriptions.

http://food.NEUT.GEN.SG
http://food.NEUT.ACC.SG
http://son.MASC.GEN.SG
http://Santana.FEM.LOC.SG
http://Santana.FEM.LOC.SG
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5. Distinct outcomes in case morphology in Slavic 
heritage languages

Studies have reported different outcomes in heritage case morphology in the 
realm of Slavic linguistics. Heavy reductions to case paradigms are well-
documented (e.g. Sussex 1993; Polinsky 1995; 2006), but some research has 
pinpointed more subtle tendencies of change, like dependent case forms re-
placed by prepositional phrases (Brehmer 2021: 28) or the loss of location/
destination distinction with two-way prepositions, i.e. prepositions that as-
sign either the accusative or the locative case depending on whether a des-
tination or a location is meant (Isurin & Ivanova-Sullivan 2008). In studies 
of Polish specifically, some small-scale research (Kozminska 2013; Barski 
2017) shows large-scale reductive tendencies. Other, more comprehensive 
studies, like Preston (1986) and Łyskawa and Nagy (2020), find little change 
relative to the homeland variety.

Interesting tendencies in case morphology are delineated by Lasko wski 
(2009), although his long-term study focuses on children of Polish origin 
in Sweden rather than adult heritage speakers. Based on his data, he con-
cludes (Laskowski 2009: 140) that the case system of many participants tends 
towards a greater nominative/accusative opposition; he notes a minority 
trend, however, in which the genitive appears to be much more entrenched 
in the production than the accusative. The least frequent case in the bilin-
gual children’s production was the dative; barring enclitic pronouns, the 
case was rarely operationalized in children’s production, leading Laskowski 
to nickname the dative “the superfluous case” (2009: 160).

Laskowski’s (2009) observations tie in with Preston (1986), who also 
found the dative to be more strongly represented in the pronoun pool in his 
data for American Polish. He argues, based on Swan (1983), that the dative’s 
roles are highly specialized, rare in the language overall, and easily sup-
planted by other constructions and cases; also, dative experiencers are of-
ten human, which explains the strong performance of this case in pronouns 
(Preston 1986: 1021). Similarly, Łyskawa and Nagy (2020: 139) report a strong 
dative presence in their pronoun pool, with far fewer instances in NP pro-
duction (74% of their dative tokens were pronouns).

Expanding on Laskowski’s (2009) results of relatively strong genitive 
resilience, the genitive retention in heritage Polish in Germany has since 
been the subject of more focused studies (Brehmer & Czachór 2011; Libura 
& Żurek 2016). Although it appears that some functions of this case could 
be undergoing attrition, like the genitive of negation (e.g. Laskowski 2009; 
Brehmer & Czachór 2011), the case is still represented robustly in produc-
tion, with some speakers using it as default (Libura & Żurek 2016). This last 
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tendency corresponds to what has been observed in some users of heritage 
Russian, where the genitive plural suffix becomes a general oblique marker 
(Polinsky & Scontras 2019: 9). It should be noted that the genitive of nega-
tion also poses difficulties for speakers of homeland Polish if there is dis-
tance involved; see, for example, the extended discussion of Wolański and 
Machura (2021).

The present study, apart from focusing on NPs and pronouns, also investi-
gated NP-internal agreement where relevant, since any non-baseline match-
ing behavior in that area would mean a mismatch classification. In herit-
age Polish research, this issue has appeared only tangentially in studies like 
Kozminska (2013) and Laskowski (2009), but to the best of my knowledge, 
it has not been a focus point of any study so far. In other languages, it seems 
that heritage users have little trouble discerning mismatches in this area, but 
the accuracy of their answers drops if the trigger (in this case, the noun) 
is non-adjacent to the modifier, reflecting heritage speakers’ general sensi-
tivity to distance (see Scontras et al. 2018).

All in all, based on the indications of the general research, in the Cruz 
Machado context, the area of potential change may include the oblique po-
sition, the two-way prepositions, the dative, and the genitive of negation. 
Focused predictions follow in Section 7 and are intended to test the ex-
tent to which the Cruz Machado dialect aligns with or diverges from the 
outcomes documented above. An aside explaining the distinct treatment 
of nominal borrowings is included below.

6. Nominal borrowing adaptation in the Cruz 
Machado dialect

For the purposes of this study, a borrowing is defined as a lexical element 
taken from another language (cf. Mańczak-Wohlfeld 2006); no distinc-
tion is made between a fossilized or an ad-hoc borrowing, since this would 
be a difficult call to make for spoken data. Borrowed items are treated sepa-
rately here because they often display greater variability than non-borrowed 
items (see Thomason & Kaufman 1988: 74–76 and below). Moreover, their 
prominent presence in the Cruz Machado lexis means omitting them would 
make the discussion incomplete, especially since a bilingual dialect is de-
scribed here.

A quick search in a Polish online service, Poradnia Językowa PWN (Lan-
guage Clinic), where people pose language-related questions to distin-
guished linguists, shows that approaches to borrowings in the homeland 
language are not straightforward, even when it comes to more popular 
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and ostensibly lexicalized items (cf. Kuźniak & Mańczak-Wohlfeld 2014). 
In dealing with borrowings, homeland speakers have variable approaches 
to pronunciation, gender assignment, and declinability. Heritage speakers 
are in the same situation. Stąpor (2017) presents a wide range of strategies 
in her analysis of Portuguese proper names appearing in the oldest Pol-
ish language newspaper published in Curitiba, Paraná, from a lack of in-
flection to a full translation or adaptation, even to the point of a thorough 
reimagining. She finds a generally strong tendency towards case marking 
(about 70%, including translations and derivations). No similar investiga-
tion has been done for a speech sample or for a wider nominal database. 
The morphology of borrowings in the Cruz Machado dialect has already 
been explored in detail by Zaremba (2023), where a diachronic compari-
son was drawn to an earlier study by Kawka (1996); however, no quanti-
tative analysis has been attempted. If reduced case marking is observed 
for non-borrowed NPs, it would follow that this tendency would be am-
plified for nominal borrowings, where nominative substitution could 
be more common than in non-borrowed items. The study looked at all 
nominal borrowings, including place names and fauna/flora vocabulary, 
but excluding people’s names, which, per standard practice, are edited out 
of transcriptions.

7. Predictions summary and research questions

On the basis of the research presented above, the following predictions were 
delineated for the Cruz Machado dialect:

a)	 Case morphology, although vulnerable in many heritage language stud-
ies, seems to be robust in studies whose methodology favors more fluent 
speakers. Thus, it will also be robust in this case when the proper base-
line has been applied.

b)	 NP-internal agreement will likely be robust (according to the non-canon-
ical baseline), since in all tokens the head noun is adjacent to the modi-
fiers.

c)	 Pronouns will be more conservative than nouns, with more dative pre-
served than in NPs.

d)	 Case morphology could exhibit subtle restructuring, like the loss or weak-
ening of destination/location distinction in two-way prepositions and 
the move away from the dative. The genitive will likely be robust, with 
slight weakening in its function of negation, and could perhaps be used 
as a default case following Libura and Żurek (2016).
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e)	 Borrowed NPs will be adapted at the rate comparable to the one suggest-
ed by Stąpor’s (2017) study; nominative substitution could be more pro-
nounced than in the main sample.

With these predictions in mind, the following research questions were for-
mulated to organize the analysis:

a)	 What is the general percentage of baseline-matching case markings, and 
how does it stack up against the numbers quoted in comparable litera-
ture (Łyskawa & Nagy 2020; Jažic et al. 2023)? What is the state of the 
NP-internal agreement?

b)	 What is the nature of target mismatches?
c)	 Are there any subtle indications of case morphology restructuring, like 

the weakening of location/destination distinction or the phasing out 
of the dative? What is the state of the genitive and the genitive of nega-
tion?

d)	 What is the speakers’ strategy regarding borrowings?

8. Methodology

The analysis used transcripts of interviews conducted in Cruz Machado 
in 2018 with 30 dialect speakers aged 33–81, 18 females and 12 males (Za-
remba 2023). The majority of participants belonged to the third and fourth 
generations of heritage speakers (10 and 14 participants, respectively), with 
the first being the immigration generation. As mentioned in the introduc-
tion, this is atypical in the context of other heritage language studies but 
common in Brazilian migrant language ecology.

 The participants were all manual laborers or small-scale farmers, or re-
tirees from such occupations, living in settlements scattered around the mu-
nicipality. Some speakers mention contacts with Ukrainian and German-
speaking minorities in the community, and the area also has had annual 
or biannual contact with a group of missionaries who speak modern Eu-
ropean Polish. Thus, it is fair to assume that the participants had a degree 
of familiarity with other languages besides their ancestral language and Bra-
zilian Portuguese.

None of the participants could read or write in Polish, and the majority 
had scant schooling in Portuguese. Most learned Polish at home and spoke 
it exclusively before going to school at age 8. Two participants were excep-
tions: one never acquired Portuguese, and another learned both languages 
simultaneously. The age factor is significant here since, according to earlier 
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studies (e.g. Smoczyńska 1985; Dąbrowska & Szczerbiński 2006), noun in-
flection is acquired incipiently before the age of 1.5 and used productively 
by the age of 2, with four-year-olds using it very similarly to adults.

The interviews the study is based on were largely conducted at speak-
ers’ homes, and the only criterion of participation was the ability to carry 
on a conversation in the dialect. The interview length varied from person 
to person, but because of the dialect’s rarity, no effort was made to control 
the resulting imbalance. Because of the adopted methodology, the majority 
of speakers could be assumed to be fluent users of the dialect.

The conversations were transcribed and uploaded into Korpusomat 
(Kieraś et al. 2018), an instant corpus creation tool from the CLARIN library, 
and tagged with the built-in inflection analyzer Morfeusz (Kieraś & Woliński 
2017). This yielded a corpus of 43,427 words. The corpus, along with its meta-
data, tagging, and statistics, is public, which means that it is available online 
via the Korpusomat tool to all account holders (Zaremba 2024).

Subsequently, the corpus was queried for all verb instances to allow for 
the identification of objects and adjuncts in their vicinity. The list was ex-
ported and randomized in Excel, then sifted and categorized by hand. The 
Morfeusz analyzer was developed with standard Polish in mind, so its iden-
tification of dialect verbs was very inexact, and many lines were discounted 
as irrelevant. Since this study focused on noun and personal pronoun case 
morphology, some inflected categories were excluded for clarity. This meant 
the demonstratives ten, ta, to, te ‘this.MASC.SG, this.FEM.SG, this.NEUT.SG, 
these.PL’ and the pronoun wszystko ‘everything.’ The study was interest-
ed in actively produced inflections, so fixed phrases that included a fossil-
ized item and allowed no variation (chodzić na bosaka ‘walk barefoot’, mówić 
po polsku ‘speak Polish’) were also passed over. Quantifier phrases, which, 
per Zaremba (2023), exhibit a great deal of volatility in the Cruz Machado di-
alect and in Slavic dialects in general, were similarly set aside. Case-marked 
adjectives used in the nominal sense (e.g. ścięły drugiego ‘they cut down the 
other’) were retained and grouped as NPs.

The primary NP sample consisted of 519 tokens, while personal pro-
nouns, which occurred much less frequently, constituted the secondary 
sample at 81 tokens. The inflection on each token was marked as a baseline 
match (0), a mismatch (1), or unclear (U). A match meant the whole NP was 
inflected as expected according to the patterns described in Section 4. In the 
rare instances of a calque, i.e. when it was clear the construction produced 
by the speaker was modeled after Portuguese, case morphology was judged 
on its own according to the verb or preposition valence (e.g. pociągnął matkę 
lit. ‘he pulled the mother’ = ‘he takes after his mother’). Verbs formed around 
Portuguese roots were extremely rare in the sample, but when they did occur, 
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the inflection was judged by the valence of the corresponding verb in Euro-
pean Polish (e.g. uzować < Pt. usar ‘use’ was treated as Polish używać).

For each token, the expected case and the syntactic position were iden-
tified to track possible instances of paradigm simplification and increased 
analyticity. In the syntactic position, the following categories were used: di-
rect object, indirect object, oblique object, negated object, oblique general 
argument (for the genitive of non-existence), and adverbial adjunct of mode 
(for the use of the bare instrumental case). Tokens for which the baseline 
match would be nominative were excluded. Instances of accusative/nomina-
tive syncretism were annotated separately to provide a more conservative 
estimate of the match rate. 

9. Results and discussion

9.1. General data makeup
In the NP dataset, there were 519 tokens in total. Of these, 116, or 22.35%, 
were marked as borrowings. This is a noticeable uptick from the 17% given 
by Zaremba (2023: 159) as the average amount of borrowed nouns in the di-
alect. Only 12 tokens were marked as unclear in total, and all but one were 
borrowings. In the pronoun dataset, there were 81 tokens in total. With-
in the total 519 token pool, NP internal agreement was detected 121 times, 
18 times with borrowings, which were inflected in correspondence to target 
case paradigms, e.g.:

(9)	 z	 algodon-u [< Pt. algodão]	 grubego.GEN
	 from	 cotton.MASC.GEN.SG	 thick.MASC.GEN.SG

(10)	 znalazł	 se	 takie	 kompanierk-e [< Pt. companheira]
	 he.found	 REFL	 this.FEM.ACC.SG	 partner.FEM.ACC.SG

9.2. Total baseline matches and NP-internal agreement
This section presents and discusses the results pertaining to predictions (a) 
through (d). In the main (NP) dataset, borrowings and unclear categories 
were set aside for calculating total baseline matches. This yielded 402 via-
ble tokens, of which 394 (98.00%) were marked as baseline matches. Of the 
121 instances of NP-internal agreement, all were baseline matches. The nom-
inative/accusative syncretism was noted 96 times, which in the strict tally 
would diminish the viable tokens total to 306 against 298 baseline matches. 
This more cautious reading would diminish the match proportion to 97.38%. 
In the pronoun dataset, out of 81 tokens, 79 (97.53%) were baseline matches. 

http://cotton.MASC.GEN.SG
http://thick.MASC.GEN.SG
http://this.FEM.ACC.SG
http://partner.FEM.ACC.SG
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It should be noted here that if the standard Polish baseline had been ap-
plied to the investigated tokens, the match proportion for NPs would have 
dropped to 91.79%.

As they stand, these numbers are similar to the ones reported by Łyskawa 
and Nagy (2020) for the first-generation heritage Polish group and by Jažic, 
Gagarina, and Perovic for heritage Bosnian (97%). The monolingual con-
trol groups in these studies performed at ceiling (over 99%), which shows 
a slight change on the part of the heritage speakers. Importantly, however, 
Łyskawa and Nagy’s data show a significant drop in the match rate for the 
second- and third-generation Polish group (86%). This is not observed in this 
sample, which is dominated by third- and fourth-generation Polish speakers.

The distribution of expected vs observed cases is presented for both sam-
ples in Table 1 following the presentation in Łyskawa and Nagy (2020: 138). 
The first and single figures in the table show numbers for the NP sample, 
the second show numbers for the pronoun sample. In contexts where both 
the accusative and the genitive were possible in the direct object position, 
either case was treated as baseline matching. In the NP sample, the dative 
showed up poorly. This was partially because dative functions were also re-
alized by oblique constructions with the genitive (dla ‘for’ + GEN), but there 
were only two such constructions in the sample, making the indirect object 
position very infrequent overall compared to others (see Table 2).

Table 1: Expected vs observed case in the NP and pronoun sample (first and single 
figure for the NP sample; second figure for the pronoun sample)

Expected case
Observed case ACC GEN LOC INST DAT

ACC 179 / 41 3 / 1 224

GEN 135 / 16 114 1 153

LOC 42 / 1 43

INST 36 / 9 45

DAT 2 / 12 14

NOM 2 2

TU (=target unclear) 1 1

FORM 0 / 1 1

TOTAL 483

14 The form could just as well be the nominative plural, although this is less likely. See the 
discussion below.
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While the dative was realized weakly in the NP sample, it appeared much 
more frequently in the pronoun pool, where it was the third most frequent 
case after the accusative and only narrowly after the genitive. This imbal-
ance ties in with what Preston (1986) observes about datives being predomi-
nantly human and thus showing up much more strongly as pronouns. The 
locative was the least represented case in the pronoun pool compared to its 
frequency in the NP sample, which highlights its usual pairing with place 
names.

In  Table 2,  case distribution is shown relative to the syntactic position for 
both NPs and pronouns. Even though this data does not allow for a deeper 
analysis of the restructuring of the accusative/genitive alternation in direct 
object positions with verbs like kupić ‘buy’, wziąć ‘take’, siać ‘sow’, dawać 
‘give’, etc. (see Łyskawa & Nagy 2020: 127), some variation is present in this 
area in the NP sample. The oblique category is represented robustly, total-
ing 186 tokens with three mismatches, indicating that prepositional phrases 
remain resilient in the dialect. No loss of the destination/location contrast 
was observed, as the accusative and locative cases were produced according-
ly to the context. However, two mismatches in the NP sample involved the 
prepositions na ‘on’ and w ‘in’ with genitive substitution (see below). The 
data for the oblique position shows that prepositions select the genitive most 
frequently in the sample, followed by the locative, the accusative, and the 
instrumental. The high frequency of the locative could be influenced by the 
methodology of the interviews, which frequently revolved around local to-
pography and history.

Table 2: Case distribution relative to the syntactic position in the NP and the pro-
noun sample (first and single figure for the NP sample; second figure for the pro-
noun sample)

POSITION ACC GEN DAT LOC INSTR MISMATCH TOTAL
DO 152 / 37 28 / 1 3 221

NO & OGA 40 / 2 2 / 1 45

IO 2 / 12 0 / 1 15

OBL 27 / 4 67 / 13 42 / 1 20 / 9 3 186

AA 16 / 0 0 16

483

DO=direct object; NO=negated object; OGA=oblique general argument; IO=indirect object; 
OBL=oblique object; AA=adverbial adjunct of mode
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The results above show the accuracy of predictions (a) through (c) with 
a small caveat regarding pronoun retention. Case morphology remains resil-
ient in the dialect, also within the NP. Although the pronoun pool had more 
dative instances, its overall match rate was similar to the main pool’s; indeed, 
it was slightly weaker if the less conservative estimate (98.00%) was accept-
ed for the NP set. Hence, these numbers alone cannot confirm the predic-
tion about pronouns being more conservative than nouns. As for the subtle 
case restructuring posited by prediction (d), the data above do not support 
the weakening of the destination/location distinction in two-way preposi-
tions. The poor performance of the dative in the main sample could indi-
cate a restructuring, but it could also be connected to the dative specificity 
as described by Preston (1986). Finally, the standing of the genitive, whose 
restructuring is also posited by prediction (d), is better seen in the data sum-
marized in the section below.

9.3. The nature of mismatches
There were 10 mismatches in total, 8 in the NP sample and 2 in the pronoun 
sample.

9.3.1. Accusative to nominative substitution
Two cases of this kind were produced in the sample. Tellingly, one instance 
involved the noun fasola ‘beans’, which could be considered a foreign influ-
ence at this point, since according to lexicographical studies (Stańczewski 
1925; Kawka 1996), the most common designation for this staple in Brazilian 
Polish has been fiżon (< Pt. feijão). This makes fasola an influence of Europe-
an Polish. The speaker in question is erring on the side of caution and leav-
ing the item uninflected, a strategy that some users in the sample adopt to-
wards Portuguese borrowings. Fasola is inflected by some speakers, but it is 
not an item of everyday use and typically appears with its more common 
borrowed counterpart, which serves as clarification:

(11)	 my sadzim fasol-e, jak to mówią fiżon, i milij-e
	 ‘we plant beans.FEM.ACC.SG [ESP], as they say, beans.MASC.ACC.SG
	 [< Pt. feijão], and corn.FEM.ACC.SG [< Pt. milho]’

9.3.2. Genitive to accusative substitution
This kind of substitution was produced four times (although one, with the 
verb pilnować ‘guard, take care of’, may be an instance of acceptable vari-
ation; see Łyskawa & Nagy 2020: 127). Within this count, three substitu-
tions (two in the NP sample, one in the pronoun sample) concerned the 
genitive of negation. Since the genitive of negation was expected 45 times 

http://beans.FEM.ACC.SG
http://beans.MASC.ACC.SG
http://corn.FEM.ACC.SG
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in both samples, this means a near 7% mismatch rate. One mismatch (12) 
is produced at a distance with single negation, which could be a Portuguese 
influence, as Polish requires double negation; one mismatch (13) involves 
an infinitive. Both contexts, the distance with intervening elements and the 
infinitive use, could obscure the structural dependency between negation 
and the object, weakening genitive licensing. The pronoun mismatch is per-
haps the most straightforward of all.

(12)	 Ja	 nigdy,	 ci	 powiem,	 tak	 o żem	 słyszała	 msze
	 I	 never	 you.DAT	 tell	 like	oh PART.1SG	 hear.PAST.3SG	 mass.FEM.ACC.SG
	 całe		 polskie	 tak	 mesmo.
	 whole.FEM.ACC.SG	 Polish.FEM.ACC.SG	 like	 really
	 ‘I’ve never, let me tell you, like heard the whole mass in Polish like really’

(13)	 żeby	 nie	 zatracić	 te	 starodawne	 gatunki
	 to	 NEG	 lose.INF	 these.ACC.PL	 ancient.ACC.PL	 species.MASC.ACC.PL
	 ‘so as not to lose these ancient species’

(14)	 jo	 nie	 było	 w	 domu
	 she.ACC	 NEG	 be.PAST.3SG	 at	 home
	 ‘she wasn’t home’

9.3.3. Locative and instrumental substitution with the genitive
Two such substitutions were produced, although only one is indisputable:

(15)	 żem sie wychował pomiendzy Polak-ów (expected: Polak-ami)
	 ‘that I was raised among Poles.GEN.PL’ (expected: Poles.INSTR.PL)

(16)	 na półecz-ki stoi (expected: półecz-ce)
	 ‘it’s on a shelf.FEM.GEN.SG’ (expected: shelf.FEM.LOC.SG)

The latter form, półeczki ‘shelf.FEM.GEN.SG’ is syncretic with the nomina-
tive plural. However, a switch to the plural form would be rather incongru-
ous here. It is more likely an evasion or retrieval problem of the phonolog-
ically tricky form półeczce, which features a cluster of two affricates, the 
thematic alveolar /ꭧ/and the dental /ts/ in the ending. These two mismatch-
es are rarities in the oblique pool of 186 tokens, but the fact that they both 
involve the genitive could indicate that this case might be used as the default 
when in doubt. This is a smart bet, since statistically speaking, the genitive 
is selected by the highest number of prepositions (twenty-one in total ac-
cording to Swan 1983: 148).

9.3.4. Formal mismatches
The last two mismatches involved form, and they occurred with the loca-
tive and the dative case. The first, w ogru is a reimagination of the expected 

http://mass.FEM.ACC.SG
http://whole.FEM.ACC.SG
http://these.ACC.PL
http://ancient.ACC.PL
http://species.MASC.ACC.PL
http://shelf.FEM.GEN.SG
http://shelf.FEM.LOC.SG
http://shelf.FEM.GEN.SG
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w ogrodzie ‘in the garden.’ The second one appeared in the pronoun sam-
ple and involved the use of a post-preposition pronoun form niemu ‘him’ 
in a non-oblique position (instead of the expected jemu): jak siostra co powie 
niemu ‘when my sister tells him something.’

9.3.5. Subtle case restructuring: A summary
Overall, out of the subtle changes posited by prediction (d), only those con-
cerning the genitive can be plausibly said to appear in the data. While the 
genitive is preserved well, the genitive of negation might be undergoing 
some erosion, with one clear instance in the pronoun pool, which theoreti-
cally should be much more conservative. It also might be the case selected 
by users as the default one.

9.4. Nominal borrowing adaptation
This section discusses the results pertinent to prediction (e). The data shows 
that the speakers adapt their borrowings morphosyntactically. Of the 
116 Portuguese-inspired tokens, 103 (88.79%) show some signs of morpho-
logical manipulation that can be interpreted as targeting an identifiable case. 
This is a much higher number than the one suggested by Stąpor’s (2017) 
study, although the scope of her work was much different.

(17)	 babka pikaret-em [< Pt. picareta ‘pickaxe’] drogi robiła
	 ‘grandmother would make pathways with a pickaxe.MASC.INSTR.SG’

(18)	 już maryd-a [< Pt. marido ‘husband’] nie ma
	 ‘[she] already doesn’t have a husband.MASC.GEN.SG’

(19)	 aplikason-e [< Pt. aplicação ‘application’] robie co miesiąc
	 ‘I do the application.FEM.ACC.SG every month’

Within the 103 count, only one token may be said to miss the target, and 
outside of this count, two tokens are left uninflected in the nominative case. 
Both these tokens are produced by the same speaker, reflecting perhaps 
a personal predilection.

(20)	 ona robi na siak-re [< Pt. chácara ‘small ranch’] (expected: siak-rze)
	 ‘she works on her ranch.FEM.ACC.SG’ (expected: ranch.FEM.LOC.SG)

(21)	 ja nie myślę o famielia [< Pt. família ‘family’] (expected: famieli-i)
	 ‘I don’t think of a family.FEM.NOM.SG’ (expected: family.FEM.LOC.SG)

As can be seen from Table 3, the borrowings occupy all syntactic positions 
apart from the indirect object. 

http://husband.MASC.GEN.SG
http://application.FEM.ACC.SG
http://ranch.FEM.ACC.SG


138 Karolina Joanna Zaremba

Table 3: Case relative to the syntactic position in the borrowing sample

ACC GEN DAT LOC INSTR MISMATCH
DO 49 3 1

NO & OGA 11 0

IO 0 0

OBL 12 10 12 2 2

AA 3 0

105

DO=direct object; NO=negated object; OGA=oblique general argument; IO=indirect object; 
OBL=oblique object; AA=adverbial adjunct of mode

Of the 11 tokens that have been marked as unclear, 8 were items end-
ing in /o/. In standard European Polish, such items would be classed as neu-
ter and exhibit nominative/accusative syncretism in the inflection paradigm, 
if inflected at all; this caveat is especially true for relatively new borrowings. 
For these 11 tokens, it could not be ascertained, either from the morpholog-
ical manipulation or from the NP internal agreement, whether the speak-
ers were leaving them uninflected; apart from that, the tokens showed lit-
tle sign of phonological adaptation (mensagem ‘message’, aborto ‘abortion’, 
tratamento ‘treatment’). For example, in the following pair, the first example 
was treated as the accusative case syncretic with the nominative15 and treat-
ed as inflected because of the NP-internal agreement, while the second was 
treated as unclear:

(22)	 polubił t-e nasz-e komunidad-e [< Pt. comunidade]
	 ‘he grew really fond of this.NEUT.ACC.SG our.NEUT.ACC.SG community.?’

(23)	 robi fakuldady [< Pt. faculdade]
	 ‘she’s in college.?’

At any rate, the prediction that there will be a higher tendency towards the 
nominative substitution in the borrowing sample cannot be proven from 
this data. However, this study shows that borrowings are adapted in speech 
at a much higher rate than proper names in the written language as ana-
lyzed by Stąpor (2017).

One telling trait, already described by Zaremba (2023), is the overgen-
eralization of the GEN.PL -ów ending to borrowings manipulated to reflect 
this case (dżiabet-ów < Pt. diabetes.GEN.PL ‘diabetes,’ motoser-ów < Pt. moto‑
sserra.GEN.PL ‘chainsaw,’ merkadów < Pt. mercado.GEN.PL ‘market’).

15 It could also be a case of feminine accusative, which would mean the speaker is reimag-
ining the nominative as komunidada rather than komunidade, though this is less likely.

http://this.NEUT.ACC.SG
http://GEN.PL
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10. Conclusion

This study examined case morphology in a heritage Polish dialect spoken 
in Cruz Machado, Brazil, drawing on a corpus of third- and fourth-genera-
tion speakers. Despite the century-long separation from the homeland and 
increasing pressure from Portuguese, the dialect displays a striking degree 
of morphological resilience.

Baseline matching reached 98% for NPs16 and over 97% for pronouns. 
NP-internal agreement was fully preserved, and borrowing adaptation ex-
ceeded 88%, suggesting that morphological marking remains a productive 
strategy even for foreign items. While the dative case showed limited repre-
sentation in the NP pool, its robustness in pronouns aligns with its function-
al specificity rather than attrition. Subtle restructuring was minimal; a slight 
weakening of the genitive of negation was noted, but the genitive remains 
strong overall and may serve as a default.

These findings challenge assumptions of case decay in heritage gram-
mars and highlight the importance of applying a relevant baseline. They also 
shed light on later-generation speakers, who are often overlooked despite 
their linguistic competence. By documenting this dialect in detail, the study 
contributes not only to heritage Polish research but also to broader debates 
on linguistic resilience under contact.
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