Self organization in Plural Forms in Brazilian Portuguese

Thai's Crist6faro Silva (UFMG — Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais). thaiscristofaro@gmail.com
Clerton Barboza (UERN — Universidade Estadual do Rio Grande do Norte). clertonluiz@gmail.com
Katiene Nascimento (UFERSA - Universidade Federal Rural do Semi-Arido). katienerozy@gmail.com

This paper addresses sound changes which are related to the loss of plural markers in Brazilian
Portuguese (BP). Any plural marker in BP may be alternatively omitted as long as the determiner
retains the plural marker (Naro & Scherre 2013). Thus, we find forms in competition such as ‘os
meninos bonitos’ and ‘0s menino bonito’ the handsome boys or ‘uns dias chuvosos’ and ‘uns dia
chuvoso’ some raining days. The definite or indefinite article retains the plural marker — which is
underlined in the examples above — whereas the plural markers are not present in the nouns and
adjectives. The loss of plural marker is an ongoing phenomenon in BP and we will argue that its current
state reflects patterns of self-organization in a complex system. We adopted a Complex Adaptive
Systems approach to interpret our findings (Beckner et alii 2009; Ellis and Larsen Freeman 2009,
Bybee & Beckner 2013). We will argue that the current sound changes related to the loss of a plural
marker in BP actually reflect trajectories which contribute to the stabilization of a more general
configuration in the language which is the morphological loss of plural markers in noun and adjectives.
Regular plurals in nouns/adjectives in BP are formed by adding an (-s) to them: (kaza+s) > (kazas)
‘house’. Irregular plurals may fall into five different groups. Group 1 refers to nouns/adjectives ending
in (-s) which take the suffix (-is) where the final (s) of the nouns becomes voiced: (mes+is) > (mezis)
‘months’. Group 2 encompass houns ending in [h] which take the suffix (-is) where the fricative
becomes a tap: (koh+is) > (koris) ‘colours’. Group 3 involves nouns/adjectives which have a primarily
stressed back mid-high vowel where in the plural form, when (-s) is added, the mid vowel will manifest
as a mid-low back vowel: (ovu+s) > (ovus) ‘eggs’. Group 4 refers to nouns ending in (20) which may
have three different plural forms: dos, aes, 8es as in (médo+s) > (maos) ‘hands’; (pdo+s) > (pées) ‘bread
(pD)’ and (ledo+s) > (leGes) ‘lions’. Group 5 is related to nouns ending in a lateral which is vocalized in
BP: (sal) > (saw) ‘salt’. The plural form in this group takes the (-is) ending and the vocalized-L
disappears: (sal+s) > (sais) ‘salt (pl)’. What is of interest in this paper is to understand how the various
irregular plural forms accommodate to the loss of a plural marker. We will show that two competing
forces contribute to the implementation of plural marker loss: gestural reduction in a prosodically weak
position and analogy. We claim that gestural reduction and analogical forces combine in order to
promote the stabilization of the morphological loss of plural markers in noun and adjectives in BP.
Within a complex adaptive system perspective view our findings may be understood as variable
trajectories which configure the morphological loss of plural markers in noun and adjectives. Thus,
several apparently independent sound changes involving the loss of a plural marker in BP (Groups 2 to
5) operate with the general purpose of reassessing ways of marking plurals in nouns and adjectives.
Thus, sound change may operate through various trajectories in order to consolidate grammatical
patterns which in the case under investigation, is the loss of plural forms.

References:

BECKNER, C., R. BLYTHE, J. BYBEE, M. CHRISTIANSEN, W. CROFT, N. ELLIS, J. HOLLAND, J. KE, D. LARSEN-
FREEMAN, and T. SCHOENEMANN. Language is a complex adaptive system. Language Learning 59 Supplement:
1-26. 2009.

BYBEE, J. & BECKNER, Clay. Emergence at the Crosslinguistic Level: Attractor Dynamics in Language Change. Ms. To
appear. 2013.

ELLIS, N. C. & LARSEN-FREEMAN, D. (Eds). Language as a Complex Adaptive System. Special issue. Language Learning,
59, Supplement 1. 2009.

HUBACK, A. P. Irregular Plurals in Brazilian Portuguese: An Exemplar Model Approach. Language Variation and Change. v.
23, p. 1-12, 2011.

NARO, A. and M. M. SCHERRE. Remodeling the age variable: Number concord in Brazilian Portuguese. Language Variation
and Change, v. 25, p. 1-15, 2013.


mailto:thaiscristofaro@gmail.com
mailto:clertonluiz@gmail.com
mailto:katienerozy@gmail.com
http://www.unm.edu/~jbybee/downloads/BecknerEtAl2009ComplexAdaptiveSystem.pdf

