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The mainstream literature on Portuguese palatal sonorants, [ɲ] and [ʎ],
always assumes that they are rare and restricted in terms of their distribu-
tion (Mateus & Andrade, 2000), although it never tells us how rare and how
restricted they are. Unlike /m, n, l/, the palatals [ɲ, ʎ] (i) are disallowed
word-initially (nome ’name’ vs *ɲome), (ii) do not admit complex rhymes at
their left (orla ’edge’ vs *orʎa), (iii) nor can they occur in the last syllable of
proparoxytones (fenómeno ’phenomenon’ vs *fenómeɲo). They are there-
fore considered either phonological geminates (Wetzels, 2000) or complex
segments (Veloso, 2019; Pimenta, 2019). Moreover, palatal sonorants are
usually represented in a similar fashion. Nevertheless, [ʎ] is typologically
rarer, it is acquired much later in both European and Brazilian Portuguese
(Costa, 2010) and it is more unstable in the transfer between Portuguese
and its creoles (Author, forc).
The present study challenges the current representations of palatal sono-

rants based on the statistical analysis of their distribution. Our proposal is
grounded in an extensive number words based on two lexical corpora: Di-
cioAberto (Simões & Farinha, 2010) and Wikcionário Meyer & Gurevych
(2012). This approach enables us not only to evaluate the usage frequency
use of these consonants, but also to assess the limits of their variation within
the Portuguese lexicon. We measure (i) the context-free frequency of the
palatals; (ii) their frequency depending on their position within the words,
(iii) the frequency of the vowel quality on their left.
We find that both palatals are relatively rare in Portuguese when com-

pared to consonants such as /p/ and /m/. However, contrary to what we
were expecting [ɲ] is less frequent than [ʎ]. Our data also shows that these
consonants occupy the word-final onset in around 60% of the items– a po-
sition in which they play a role in stress assignment. Word-initial palatals
where only found in loanwords. Lastly, we found that these consonants,
along with the palatal glide [j], share a scale of preference regarding their
left edge, namely |I| > |A| > |U|. Nevertheless, they also display some
individual behavior regarding how restrictive they are in relation to this
scale ([j] > [ɲ] > [ʎ]).
These results suggest that the palatal sonorants have slightly different

phonological representations. On the one hand, the preference for palatal
environments and for the last onset of the word, id est, the relevant posi-
tion for stress assignment, corroborates the idea that these consonants have
a palatal autossegment in their internal structure (Veloso, 2019). On the



other hand, the greater frequency and flexibility of [ʎ] over [ɲ] can be ex-
plained by differences in their internal components. Therefore, we propose
that [ʎ] =|A,U|I|| (if we accept that /l/=|A,U| and /ɲ/ =|L|I||, following
the Element Theory (Backley, 2011)). In other words, [ʎ] is more complex
due to element asymmetry within the segment (|U| and |I|), which explains
its late acquisition, but the presence of these elements makes it less restric-
tive concerning its left edge and, thus, more frequent in the lexicon.
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