
• The ‘verbatim
transcription’ of
CORDIAL-SIN (Corpus
Dialectal para o Estudo
da Sintaxe; Martins,
coord., 2000-), an
interview-based
collection of
geographically diffuse
dialectal speech
material

• samples of spontaneous
and semi-directed
speech from forty-two
locations, in both
mainland Portugal and
the archipelagoes

• elderly informants with
no or basic literacy
skills, having spent
most of their lives in the
interview sites

Language data:

Onset insertion across words in present-day dialectal European Portuguese.

A case for competing grammars?

Research problem

The insertion of the [n] nasal alveolar to disrupt nasal diphthong – oral

vowel sequences in contemporary European Portuguese (EP) dialects.

This incremental sandhi phenomenon is investigated in two

combinations: verb – definite article (abbrev. V-DA; e.g.

{'ʃɐmɐ̃w̃nu=Chamam o} homenzinho para dentro) and proclisis trigger –

3rd person accusative clitic pronoun (abbrev. PT-AP, e.g. Depois

{nɐ̃jñu=nem o} penteavam)

Tasks

To show the interplay (the variationist dimension) between [n]-initial and

vowel-initial variants of the same sounding but syntactically distinct

monosyllabic function words. Both definite articles and clitic pronouns are

defectively prosodized (precluded from bearing lexical stress; Vigário 2003)

Detailed questions: i) what is the geographical distribution of [n]-insertion?;

ii) do nasal-initial variants in the two types of sequences tend to be locally

clustered or, conversely, are they geographically disjointed, and hence

independent of each other?; iii) are there any patterns of intra-speaker

variation? For example, does [n] insertion into the DAs in the speech of an

informant entail an analogous shift affecting APs (or the other way round)?

Hypothesis

Onset insertion reveals a mismatch between syntactic and prosodic

domains, thus shedding light on competing grammars (syntactic domain –

prosodic domain mappings). The competition originates from different

rankings of input information in the processing of V-DA and PT-AP

sequences. An indiscriminate [n]-insertion (in either of the configurations)

in the speech of a single respondent is going to be interpreted differently

from its selective application.

The ultimate aim is to reveal the grammars at work and to find the

motivations behind the different realizations found in CORDIAL-SIN.

Method

In the treatment of the variationist dimension, proportional frequency of

[n]-insertion is used. Minimal contrasts between the grammars are captured

in terms of diatopic variation (distribution of different mappings over

different areas; Seiler 2004: 394) and free variation (random co-occurrence

of mappings in an individual speech).
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FIG.1 Localities (marked with a cube □
surrounding the number) with [n]-

initial preverbal accusative clitic 

pronouns. Source: https://d-maps.com

CORPORA

Results: PT-AP

All the occurrences of proclisis triggers ending in a nasal diphthong were

retrieved (no attestation of alguém – 3rd person pronoun in either

configuration). In the second stage, all the elements – o, a, os, as – previously

defined as ‘separate words’, were checked for their actual realization. Local

tendencies are conspicuous: the archipelago of the Azores and the North of

the mainland Portugal stand out as the areas where variation is most

prominent (FIG.1).

Competing grammars in CORDIAL-SIN informants

Aside from standard EP grammar with vowel-initial DAs and preverbal APs, six

non-canonical syntactic domain – prosodic domain mappings are found. The

divide relies on the assumption that each time preverbal accusative pronouns

and definite articles are treated differently with respect to onset insertion,

speakers must be aware that they belong to distinct morphosyntactic categories.

1. consonant-initial DA only and vowel-initial AP only: 1 informant (n.20)

2. both consonant- and vowel-initial DA and consonant-initial AP only: 5

informants (n.36; n.11; n.2  2; n.3)

3. both consonant- and vowel-initial DA and vowel-initial AP only: 6 informants

(n.36; n.20; n.3; n.11; n.32; n.2)

4. both consonant- and vowel-initial DA and both consonant- and vowel-

initial AP: 8 informants (n.23; n.3  2; n.35; n.13; n.32  2; n.19)

5. vowel-initial DA only and consonant-initial AP only: 3 informants (localities:

n.23, n.20; n.33)

6. vowel-initial DA only and both consonant- and vowel-initial AP: 2 informants

(n.20; n.11)

Except for one group of informants, in all other cases, the processing of V-DA and

PT-PA sequences is category-sensitive. The only case where these two classes of

expressions are treated the same way is the group 4 (eight informants; six

different localities). Granjal (n.32 Viseu district) and Perafita (n.3 Vila Real

district) are the black spots on the CORDIAL-SIN map. In the speech of these

informants the unsteadiness reaches its peak: accusative pronouns and definite

articles are processed indiscriminately, i.e. in disregard of their categorial status

and in disregard of the categorial status of the elements to which they are

attached. Formal identity between these two categories is the overriding

criterion. The remaining cues likely to intervene in the selection of the actual

form (the phonological profile of the syllable preceding them, placement with

respect to the verb form) are applied inconsistently.

The distribution of the sequences ‘proclisis trigger – preverbal accusative clitic’ in the 
15 interviews where variation is attested. Source: CORDIAL-SIN.

CONCLUSION

Mechanisms underlying the overgeneralization of the nasal onset in

preverbal clitic pronouns and postverbal definite articles in Portuguese

dialects: a) analogy with sound changes in verb-clitic combinations; b)

sameness of phonological context; c) clitic-hood of the modified segments

that are monosyllabic function words

In enclisis, the nasal segment is no more than a chunk of a larger prosodic

unit. Even so, its perceptual salience reaches such a degree that speakers are

led to project it on new contexts, heedless of the morphosyntactic category of

the neighboring element. Thus, [n] becomes automated as the onset of clitic

words incorporated into the preceding stem.

The variety of mappings between prosodic and syntactic domains in V-DA

and PT-AP sequences is, then, sensitive to the speaker’s prior experiences.

Tokens of experience are stored in memory and can further multiply (the

clustering of exemplars): ‘if an input token is the same as an existing

exemplar, it is mapped onto that exemplar, strengthening it’ (Bybee/Torres

Cacoullos, 2008: 400).

FIG.2 Localities (marked with an X
next to the number) with [n]-initial 

definite articles. Source: https://d-

maps.com
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sequences with n-insertion 45 vowel-initial pronouns 70

quem no (na, nos, nas) 10 quem o (a, os, as) 2

não no (na, nos, nas) 27 não o (a, os, as) 54

ninguém no (na, nos, nas) 2 ninguém o (a, os, as) 3

nem no (na, nos, nas) 3 nem o (a, os, as) 1

também no (na, nos, nas) - também o (a, os, as) 10

sem no (na, nos, nas) 2 sem o (a, os, as) -

em no (na, nos, nas) 1 em o (a, os, as) -

Results: V-DA

Non-canonical forms in V-DA sequences are scattered nearly all over the

Portuguese territory (28 out of 42 localities; FIG.2). Nasal-initial articles

occur in the speech of 51 out of 184 informants (27,71%) who produce the

V-DA sequence. Four of them apply this variant exclusively.

Consonant-initial forms constitute only 13,25% of all V-DA sequences with a

nasal diphthong in the final syllable of the verb (the exact ratio is 1433 : 219 in

favor of o, a, os, as)


