Received: 01-05-2025
|SOQLOSS Accepted: 14-12-2025
Open Journal of Romance Linguistics Published: 18-12-2025

Interpretable everywhere:
Hybrid agreement in Brazilian Portuguese

Giuseppe Varaschin

Humboldt-Universitidt zu Berlin
0000-0003-1446-2700

giuseppe.varaschin@hu-berlin.de

Antonio Machicao y Priemer
Humboldt-Universitit zu Berlin

ORCID ID: 0000-0001-7321-0795
machicao.y.priemer @hu-berlin.de

Ol

How to cite: Varaschin, Giuseppe & Antonio Machicao y Priemer. 2025. Interpretable
everywhere: Hybrid agreement in Brazilian Portuguese. RLLT 26, eds. Pilar Barbosa,
Cristina Flores, Esther Rinke, Eva-Maria Roessler. Special Issue of Isogloss. Open
Journal of Romance Linguistics 11(7)/17 (1-45).

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/isogloss.576

Abstract

The goal of this paper is to account for the variable agreement properties of the 1PL pro-
noun a gente in Brazilian Portuguese. We argue that previous approaches make wrong
predictions about how different types of agreement with a gente work in different en-
vironments (Costa & Pereira 2013; Taylor 2009, i.a.). As an alternative, we argue for a
dual-feature approach that incorporates the distinction between ¢-features that are seman-
tically interpretable (INDEX features) and those that determine phonological exponents
(CONCORD features) (Smith 2021; Wechsler & Zlati¢ 2003). We propose that a gente has
1PL value for the former and a 3SG value for the latter and that both types of features
can be targeted in non-anaphoric agreement (e.g. subject—verb agreement). The distinct
usage preferences for diffe rent types of features in different environments follows from
register considerations: structures where a gente is associated with overt 1PL exponents
convey opposing social meanings. In order to capture this effect, we formulate a theory of
social meaning composition based on formal models of honorification and conventional
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implicatures (cf. Machicao y Priemer et al. 2025; McCready 2019; Potts 2007; Varaschin
et al. 2024).

Keywords: agreement, concord-index distinction, pronouns, variation, ¢-features, regis-
ter, social meaning, conventional implicatures.

1. Introduction

Brazilian Portuguese (BP) employs two forms to express first-person plural (1.PL): the
personal pronoun nds, with its clitic counterpart nos, and a newer form a gente, which is
diachronically derived from the combination of the feminine definite determiner a with
the collective singular noun gente (‘people’) (Alencar 2013; Carvalho et al. 2018; Costa &
Pereira 2013; Lopes 1998, 1999, 2004; Marcotulio et al. 2013; Menuzzi 2000; Pereira
2003; Vianna & Lopes 2012; Zilles 2002, 2005, 2007).!

A gente is truth-conditionally equivalent to nds. Like the latter, a gente denotes a
plurality that includes the speaker, which can be seen in its acceptability with collective
predicates in (la). The main distinguishing property of a gente (in contrast to nds and
1.PL forms in general) is that, in spite of its semantics, it typically controls 3.SG agree-
ment (Lopes 2004: 52-53). This is evident in cases of subject-verb agreement (1a) and
anaphoric agreement (1b), where the less frequent agreement targets are marked with ‘?°.
These less frequent variants are, to varying degrees, judged negatively (e.g. as not fully
acceptable) by speakers of standard varieties (Freitag 2016; Menuzzi 2000, i.a.).

(1) a. Agente {é / *somos} uma familia.
A GENTE be.3.SG be.l.PLa family
‘We are a family.’
b. A gente; {se; /’nos;} viu na TV.
A GENTE REFL REFL.1.PL saw.3.SG on-the TV
‘We, are saw ourselves; on TV.

We show, using data from previous sociolinguistic studies and the BP section of
Corpus do Portugués (Davies 2016), that previous approaches are too restrictive in their
assumptions about a gente’s affordances to agreement (Carvalho et al. 2018; Costa &
Pereira 2013; Marcotulio et al. 2013; Menuzzi 2000; Taylor 2009). This excessive re-
strictiveness stems from the attempt to rule out marked agreement patterns — like the ones
signaled with ‘?” in (1) — by means of syntactic resources.

Though occurrences of a gente with 1.PL targets are rare, examples are consis-
tently attested in corpora and sociolinguistic work (Brito & Sedrins 2017; Marcotulio
et al. 2013; Taylor 2009; Varaschin 2021a). We take this to mean that such patterns are
allowed by the grammar and that their markedness needs to be attributed to other causes.
The purpose of this paper is, therefore, to account for a gente’s hybrid grammatical prop-
erties, as well as for its usage preferences. That is, we want to have a single grammatical

! Marcotulio et al. (2013: 141) show that, pace minor quantitative differences, the core

facts about a gente reported here also hold for European Portuguese. In this paper, however, we
focus on BP, where the behavior of a gente has been shown to be stable and entrenched across
all dialects (Alencar 2013; Lopes 1999; Rubio & Gongalves 2012; Seara 2000; Vianna & Lopes
2015; Zilles 2005, 2007).
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machinery that derives not only the pool of possible agreement variants but also the fact
that some of these variants are less frequent and less acceptable than others.

In order to do this, we opt for a richer architecture of features than the one assumed
by previous accounts of a gente where (potentially conflicting) syntactic and semantic in-
formation of agreement controllers are simultaneously represented, serving as potential
controllers for different types of agreement targets (Adamson 2025; Kathol 1999; Puskar
2017; Smith 2017, 2021; Wechsler & Zlati¢ 2003; Wurmbrand 2017). We adopt a dual-
feature system based on Wechsler & Zlati¢ (2003), distinguishing between ¢-features that
constrain assignment functions (INDEX features, ¢') and those that determine phonolog-
ical exponents (CONCORD features, ¢©). The core of our proposal is that a gente is a
pronoun whose INDEX value is 1.PL and whose CONCORD value is 3.SG. Both types
of ¢-features can control grammatical agreement, but only ¢'-features control anaphoric
agreement, thus explaining the range of agreement variation and mismatches.?

The fact that some agreement patterns are less frequent and perceived to be less
acceptable than others is explained in terms external to these core syntactic mechanisms.
We argue that the markedness of a gente+V py and a gente+nos combinations follows
from a compositional theory of social meanings, understood as conventional implicatures
that place constraints on utterance contexts (Kaplan 1999; Machicao y Priemer et al. 2025;
McCready 2019; Potts 2005, 2007; Varaschin et al. 2024, 1.a.). Building on prior sociolin-
guistic results, we ascribe to a gente and to forms with 1.PL as ¢C-value conflicting social
meanings — the former has a low-to-moderate degree of formality, while the latter have
a very high degree of formality (Brustolin 2009; Freitag 2016; Lima 2015; Naro et al.
1999; Schwenter et al. 2022; Zilles 2005). Given the particular compositional principle
we propose, this entails that the range of contexts where the combination between a gente
and ¢C:{1.pL} forms can be felicitously used is vary narrow.

In Section 2 we present the core data that theories dealing with a gente must grap-
ple with, including its variable behavior with respect to different types of agreement (ver-
bal, predicative and anaphoric). In Section 3, we review previous accounts of a gente
and argue that they make wrong predictions. Section 4 sketches a dual-feature analysis
for the grammar of a gente that overcomes these difficulties, predicting all and only the
attested agreement patterns. Section 5 offers a register-based explanation for why the less
frequent agreement patterns with a gente are often perceived as unacceptable.

2. Data

In this section, we outline basic facts that theories dealing with a gente need to account
for. Our data come primarily from previous sociolinguistic studies and from the BP sec-
tion of Corpus do Portugués: Web/Dialects (Davies 2016). The BP subset of this large
corpus (1B words) is compiled by restricting results to webpages geolocated to Brazil by
Google and by independently validating geographic provenance using lexical and mor-

2 The particular implementation of the agreement mechanism underlying this dual-feature

approach is not particularly relevant for our purposes. As long as the distinction between ¢-
features that appear as values of INDEX and CONCORD is acknowledged, any system of principles
which ensures the token-identity of ¢-features between agreement controllers and agreement tar-
gets suffices. Our proposal for the structure of a gente is, thus, compatible with both derivational
and constraint-based theories of agreement.



4 TIsogloss 2025, 11(7)/17 Varaschin & Machicao y Priemer

phosyntactic cues associated with BP varieties. Throughout the article, corpus-extracted
examples appear in quotation marks. Other examples in the paper are constructed, either
by us or borrowed from previous literature (where noted), but every pattern illustrated is
independently attested in the corpus and/or in quantitative sociolinguistic surveys cited
throughout. We indicate sources of previously published acceptability judgments; in ad-
dition, all examples have been checked with at least two native speakers of southern BP.
Following Chomsky (1965: 9-10), we take it as given that native speakers do not
have direct access to grammaticality. What we can observe empirically are acceptability
judgments and patterns of spontaneous production, which reflect the interaction of mul-
tiple factors, only one of which is grammaticality. The relationship between observable
measures and the notion of grammaticality is, thus, complex and theory-dependent. We
assume that a descriptively adequate grammar should be consistent not only with the most
frequent and productive variant of a linguistic variable, but also with its marked and some-
times less-than-fully acceptable realizations, provided these are consistently attested in
intra-dialectal corpora and judged by speakers to be comparatively more acceptable than
low-acceptability baselines that are unambiguously rejected (e.g. (16)). Ideally, gram-
matical theories should also incorporate results from sociolinguistic research identifying
situational factors that influence the distribution of a variant, since such factors may con-
stitute confounds for syntactic accounts of why a particular structure sounds degraded.
When a speaker judges a structure S' to be unacceptable, this may simply reflect
that they do not see themselves producing S. There are, however, numerous reasons,
independent of grammaticality, why a speaker may avoid producing S. For instance,
S may be associated with speakers of a particular social group which the speaker does
not want to identify with (Eckert 2012). In other words, a structure may be syntactically
licensed but unacceptable (to varying degrees) for reasons external to the grammar proper,
such as pragmatic inappropriateness or negative social evaluation. This is precisely the
type of argument we develop in Section 5 for marked agreement patterns with a gente.
In what follows, we start by establishing (contra Taylor 2009) the status of a gente
as a 1PL pronoun. Then, we discuss its properties as an agreement controller with respect
to verbal, adjectival and anaphoric targets, drawing on heavily on prior empirical work.

2.1. Pronominal status

Before looking at the behavior of a gente with respect to different types of agreement, it
is important to establish that it is, in fact, a 1PL pronoun. We summarize some the main
arguments for this which are, to a large extent, drawn from Menuzzi (2000: 203-208).

First, a gente has the range of interpretations typically associated with 1PL pro-
nouns: it is a variable that refers to a specific plurality of individuals including the speaker
and can also enter into anaphoric relations with the 1PL pronoun nds, as in (2).

(2) S6 a gente; viu uma cobra atrds  {de nés; / d-a gente; }.
only A GENTE saw.3SG a  snake behind of us  of-A GENTE
‘Only we; saw a snake behind us;.’

Second, a gente shares with plural pronouns the possibility of a distributive inter-
pretation with mixed predicates, as in (3a). This contrasts with 3SG collective-denoting
referential DPs like a banda (‘the band’), which only has a cumulative reading in (3b).



Interpretable everywhere: Hybrid agreement in BP Isogloss 2025, 11(7)/17 5

(3) a. Agente ganha R$50000 por més.
A GENTE earn.3SG R$50000 per month
‘We make R$50000 a month.” ~» each person in the group makes R$50000
b. A banda ganha  R$50000 por més.
the.F.SG band earn.3sG R$50000 per month

‘The band makes R$50000 a month.” +» each band member makes R$50000

Third, a gente, like other pronouns (e.g. eu, vocé), can receive arbitrary/generic
interpretations and enter into anaphoric relations with other impersonal subjects, as in (4)
(examples adapted from Carvalho & Brito 2017: 62-63 and Menuzzi 1995: 156).

(4) a. Agente comeca a comer,a gente ndo para mais.
A GENTE begin.3SG toeat A GENTE not stop more
‘Once one starts eating, one doesn’t stop.’
b. Sempre se; imagina que a gente; pode escapar do perigo.
always SE imagine.3SG that A GENTE can escape from.the danger
‘One always thinks that one can escape from danger.’

Fourth, like all other pronouns, including 1PL nds, and unlike regular referential
DPs, a gente cannot be attributively modified by adjectives keeping its 1PL reading:?

(5) a. *[A gente feliz] comecou a rir.
A GENTE happy started.3SG to laugh
b. *[Nos felizes] comegamos a rir.
we happy started.1PL to laugh
c. [A galerafeliz] comecou a rir
the folks happy started.3SG to laugh
“The happy folks started to laugh.’

Fifth, like other pronouns, a gente is subject to Principle B (6) and not subject to
Principle C, cf. (2) above (i.e. it can be bound by its antecedent in a non-local domain):*

(6) *[A Carolinae eu]; odiamos a gente;.
the Carolinaand I  hate.1PL A GENTE

‘[Carolina and I]; hate us;.

Lastly, in some varieties of BP, a gente undergoes phonological reduction from
the trisyllabic realization on the left in (7a) to one of the variants on the right of the
arrow in (7b). The monosyllabic variants may sometimes lead to cliticization (Maia 2012;
Ramos & Maia 2015; Zilles 2005) — a known prosodic property of pronouns in many
languages (Cardinaletti & Starke 1999; Déchaine & Wiltschko 2002; Panagiotidis 2002).

3

As we show below, a gente and nds can appear with nouns in pronominal definite con-
structions like a gente linguistas (‘we linguists’). We assume these are different from attributive
constructions like (5). Though some human nouns may double as human adjectives in BP, not
all human adjectives can be nominalized. This is the case of feliz in (5), which cannot appear
alone with determiners, as in *o feliz (‘the happy’), or as a bare singular in generic sentences, as
in *Feliz adora misica (‘Happy people love music’).

4 Varaschin (2021a,b) argues that personal pronouns in BP do not exhibit Principle B effects
in the same way as English. However, BP does disfavor pronouns in contexts like (6a) (see also
Carvalho 2021).



6 Isogloss 2025, 11(7)/17 Varaschin & Machicao y Priemer

(7) a.[azetfi] = b. [ae.tf1], [€.t]1], [3€.11], [€.t[1], [3€], [t/1]
2.2. Variation

A gente is the most productive variant of 1PL across all varieties of contemporary BP. The
prevalence of a gente vis-a-vis nos in spoken speech ranges between 79%—70% in virtu-
ally all regions of Brazil.> Figure 1 shows that the distribution of a gente does not vary
substantially across regional dialects. Other situational factors are stronger predictors for
the occurrence of a gente, such as being of younger age (Maia 2009; Rubio & Gongalves
2012; Seara 2000; Zilles 2005), female (Borges 2004; Mendonga 2012; Monteiro 1994;
Seara 2000; Zilles 2005), and having a lower level of education (Lima 2015; Lopes 1998;
Monteiro 1994; Omena 1996; Rubio & Gongalves 2012; Seara 2000). Table 1 displays
data concerning the social embedding of a gente in the state of Goids.

Figure 1. First person plural variation in different varieties of BP
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Attitude studies demonstrate that speakers also perceive a gente as less formal
than nds (Brustolin 2009; Freitag 2016; Freitag et al. 2018; Freitas & Carvalho 2020;
Lima 2015; Vianna 2006). Another indication of this, as Zilles (2007) points out, is the
relative scarcity of a gente in literature, and its unclear status in dictionaries and normative
grammars. This suggests that a gente not only correlates with informal registers in speech,
but functions as marker of low formality, in the sense of Labov (1972).

Turning to its morphosyntactic behavior, a gente triggers two patterns of agree-
ment with inflected verbs (verbal agreement, VA): 3SG and 1PL. We illustrate the attested
patterns (without acceptability judgments) in the constructed minimal pairs in (8).6

3 The surveys whose results are summarized in Figure 1 are the following: Fernandes
(2004) (apud Vianna & Lopes 2012: 98) (Jodo Pessoa); Borges (2004: 129) (Pelotas); Mattos
(2013: 108) (state of Goids); Lopes (2004: 69) (state of Rio de Janeiro); Rubio & Gongalves
(2012: 1016) (countryside of Sao Paulo); Seara (2000: 181) (Florian6polis); Mendonga (2012: 4)
(Vitéria); and Zilles (2002: 302) (Porto Alegre). All of these studies deploy mixed samples (i.e.
they were conducted with speakers of diverse age-groups, genders and educational levels). Varia-
tion exists both across and within groups.

6 In non-standard varieties, nds is also attested with what look like 3SG verbal targets, e.g.
nos corre ‘we run’. This raises the question of whether 3SG agreement with a gente is in fact
3SG or some form of impoverished 1PL agreement (cf. Harley 2008; Nevins & Parrott 2010, i.a.).
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Table 1. Social variables correlated a gente

Social variables N/Total Frequency Weight
Age

16-24 602/690 87% .70
25-40 715/933 77% 49
41-86 269/439 61% 23
Education

High School 703/812 87% .69
College 883/1250 71% 37
Gender

Feminine 782/984 80% .60
Masculine 804/1078 75% 41
Total 1586/2062 77% Input: .83

Source: Mattos 2013: 111-112

(8) a. Agente corre.
A GENTE run.3SG

b. A gente corremos.
A GENTE run.1PL

In spite of (8a) being judged as more acceptable than (8b), both of these variants
occur not only across groups (at different rates), but also within groups; see the reviews
in Vianna (2006), Alencar (2013), Freitag (2016) and the references there. Since these
studies control for external sociolinguistic factors (age, gender, education, etc.), the stan-
dard conclusion in variationist work is that the residual variability is intra-individual in
nature (Fasold & Preston 2007; Labov 1969). This means that competent speakers know
both variants, even when they avoid using (8b). We return to this point in the end of the
section.

Some studies have also found 3PL VA controlled by a gente, as the corpus example
in (9) shows (Alencar 2013; Marcotulio et al. 2013; Vianna 2006).”

(9) “[M]uito bom quando as pessoas que a gente amam se  gostam.”
very good when the people that A GENTE love.3PL REFL like.3PL

‘It is very good when the people that we love like each other.’

Table 2 displays the frequencies for all of the three VA patterns attested for a gente
in written samples and written tests for speakers in Rio de Janeiro. These results show that
the realization of plural agreement morphology on inflected verbs is much more prevalent

Though impoverishment is arguably active in the inflectional system of BP, this phenomenon is
separate from the one we are dealing with here. First, a gente also controls predominantly 3SG
verbal targets in European Portuguese (Pereira 2003), where the is no parallel impoverishment
of verbal inflection going on. Second, the impoverishment rule that yields 3SG-like targets for
nds has a very different social meaning from the type of rule that yields 3SG targets with a gente,
given that the latter is quite standard and the former is not. If a gente were merely specified for
1PL and the variation in the form of agreement targets were explained in terms of impoverishment
alone, we would have nothing to attribute this difference in sociolinguistic evaluation to.

7 The 3PL variant is even more strongly rejected by speakers of southern BP than 1PL vari-
ants are. Though quite marginal in BP, the 3PL pattern is the most common one in the variety of
Portuguese spoken in the island of Sao Miguel in the Azores (Costa & Pereira 2013; Pereira 2003).
We assume that the presence of variant is a matter of dialectal variation and is not grammatically
licensed for most BP speakers.
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in written registers, which suggests that the morphosyntactic PL feature itself may be
seen as a marker of formality or more careful styles in BP (Alencar 2013; Brito & Sedrins
2017; Costa & Figueiredo Silva 2006; Zilles 2005). It has also been shown that 1PL VA
with a gente is more common among older speakers (Mattos 2013: 107). Analyzing the
diachronic data in Vianna (2006), Alencar (2013: 54) concludes that both 1PL and 3PL
VA with a gente are decreasing in frequency over time, which could also indicate a social
evaluation of plural marking as being more conservative and formal in contemporary BP.3

Table 2. VA with a gente in two modalities

3SG 1pPL 3PL

99% 1% 0%

spoken samples | 11054y | (8/1054) | (0/1054)
: 81% 18% 1%
written tests (334/411) | (73/411) | (4/411)

Source: Marcotulio et al. 2013: 132

Regarding predicative agreement (PA) in copular clauses (with adjectives, partici-
ples, etc.), a gente exhibits four possibilities: M.SG, M.PL, F.SG and F.PL. We present
these possibilities with constructed minimal pairs, all of which replicate patterns found in
Corpus do Portugués (Davies 2016) and prior quantitative studies (Vianna 2006):

(10) a. A gente esta cansado.
A GENTEis tired.M.SG

b. A gente estd cansados.
A GENTEis tired.M.PL

c. A gente estd cansada.
A GENTEis tired.F.SG

d. A gente estd cansadas.
A GENTE is tired.F.PL

As in the case of VA, these variants also vary in their distribution across written
and spoken samples within groups of speakers, with SG being the most common form
overall. Table 3 displays the distribution across samples for speakers from Rio de Janeiro.

Table 3. PA with a gente in two modalities

M.SG M.PL F.SG F.PL

90% 0% 10% 0%

spoken samples | ..\ | a1y | @41 | 04D
) 70% 14% 13% 3%
Written tests | 10344 | (47/344) | (46/344) | (9/344)

Source: Marcotulio et al. 2013: 133)

8 Lima (2015: 136) reports that 1PL verbal targets are more frequent in formal writing than
in informal speech — even when the 1PL subject is a gente. Brustolin (2009: 214) confirmed this
in a sociolinguistic perception study which shows that, regardless of whether nds or a gente is
used as a subject, 1PL inflection on verbs is perceived as more appropriate in formal situations
(see also Freitag 2016: 909).
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In written samples, the preference for SG targets with PA is less strong. This is
further indication that formality is a factor that contributes to a slight increase in mor-
phosyntactic PL marking. Gender in PA with a gente is, in turn, determined by referential
properties and not by arbitrary lexical specification (which would arguably be FEM — i.e.
the inherent gender of the collective noun gente). This is another property that speaks
in favor of a gente’s pronominal status, since among DPs, underspecification for gender
is almost exclusive to pronouns. In their empirical study, Marcotulio et al. (2013: 135)
found that FEMALE PA targets with a gente as a controller, as in (10c)—(10d), are only
preferred for female-exclusive reference. In all other cases male-exclusive, generic and
mixed reference), MALE PA has significantly higher frequency (over 80%).°

Combining these four options with the two patterns of VA (setting aside 3PL,
which is rare and possibly dialectal), there is a total of eight possibilities of VA+PA com-
binations, all of which are attested (Vianna 2006). Crucially, empirical studies do not
find evidence for one form of VA entirely blocking a mismatching form of PA: e.g. plural
VA is possible with singular PA, and vice-versa, as the attested examples in (11) show.
However, PA-VA mismatches are perceived as marked and degraded by most speakers.

(11) a. “[DJepois de 3 anos juntos a gente fomos indenizado pela
after  of 3 years together A GENTE were. 1 PL compensated.M.SG by-the
urbeu [...]”
urbeu

‘After 3 years together we were compensated by Urbeu [...]
b. “[...]a gente ¢é amigos mesmo.”
A GENTE is.3SG friend.M.PL really.
‘We are really friends.’

We now turn to anaphoric agreement (AA) (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987): i.e.
agreement between a gente and pronoun or reflexive which is bound by it. Unlike VA
and PA, there is a scarcity of empirical studies on this issue. In non-local contexts, a
gente can be anaphorically related to a gente or nés (and its corresponding clitic form
nos).

(12) a. A gente; acha que a Maria viu a gente;.
A GENTE think.3SG that the Maria saw.3SG A GENTE

‘We,; think that Maria saw us;.’

b. A gente; acha que a Marianos;  odeia.
A GENTE think.3SG that the Maria CL.1PL hate.3SG
‘We, think that Maria hates us;.’

c. A gente; acha que a Maria gosta de nos;.
A GENTE think.3SG that the Maria likes.3SG of us
‘We,; think that Maria likes us;.’

o These same possibilities are attested for the standard 1PL form nds, but with different

frequencies. In a study reported in Lopes (2004: 59), the most common PA pattern is MASC.PL
(55%), followed by MASC.SG (34%), FEM.PL (%9) and FEM.SG (2%). These figures are similar
to the PA data found for a gente in European Portuguese, where plural agreement with predicative
adjectives is also the more frequent pattern (Costa & Pereira 2013; Marcotulio et al. 2013; Pereira
2003).
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In local contexts, a gente preferentially binds the reflexive proclitic se. This is
reported by Menuzzi 2000, Taylor (2009), Reuland (2011) as well as our BP informants:

(13) A gente; se; viu na TV.
A GENTE REFL saw.3SG on-the TV
‘We,; saw ourselves; on TV.

Traditionally, se is taken to be a exponent for 3SG and 3PL anaphors. However,
in contemporary BP, it also takes up other functions: it can have 1PL nds, 2SG tu and
even 1SG eu as an antecedent, as Brito’s (2008: 489) examples in (14) show (Brito 2008;
Menuzzi & Lobo 2016; Pereira 2007). For this reason we assume se is not 3SG, but a
syncretic form whose semantic features are underspecified in both person and number.

(14) a. Eu;se; lavo todos os dias.
I REFL wash.1sG all  the days

‘I wash myself everyday’

b. Nos; se; lavamos todos os dias.
we REFL wash.1PL all  the days
‘We,; wash ourselves; every day.’

c. Tu; se; lavas todos os dias.
you REFL wash.1PL all  the days
‘You; wash yourself; everyday.’

Crucially, a gente can also be a local antecedent for the 1PL reflexive clitic nos
(Brito & Sedrins 2017; Carvalho et al. 2018; Taylor 2009; Varaschin 2021a), regardless
of the form of the verb, as in the attested examples in (15) show.!?

(15) a. “O amigo é um presente que a gente; nos; da [...]”
the friend isa  gift that A GENTE REFL.1PL give.3SG
‘The friend is a gift that we; give to ourselves;.’
b. “E mais ficil a gente; nos; alegrarmos  depois de passar o dia.”
is more easy A GENTE REFL.1PL cheer.INF.1PL after of pass the day
‘It is easier for us; to cheer ourselves; up after the day is over.
c. “[...]a gente; acaba nos; 1ludindo”
A GENTE end-up.3SG REFL.1PL deceive.GER
‘We; end up deceiving ourselves;.’
d. “[A]quia gente; consegue nos; conectar [...]”
here A GENTE can.3SG REFL.1PL connect.INF
‘Here we can connect [...].

10 It is also not the case that 1PL agreement on the verb blocks the underspecified reflexive

form se:

(i) “[A] gente; se; conhecemos através de amigos [...]”
A GENTE REFL met.1PL through of friends

‘We; met each other; through friends [... ]’
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There is independent evidence showing that the object clitic nos functions as a
formality marker in BP. In an attitude study, Freitag et al. (2018) confirm that nos is
perceived as more formal than a gente. Schwenter et al. (2022) also show that clitic forms
like nos are viewed as more educated and intelligent than their non-clitic counterparts
(e.g., nos and a gente). It is widely attested that BP is gradually losing its object clitics,
which may indicate that nos is seen as conservative (Carvalho & Calindro 2018; Cyrino
2003). All these properties relate to the central notion of formality.

What is most interesting is that configurations where a gente locally binds nos are
much less frequent than cases like (13), where a gente locally binds se.!! Table 4 contains
an overview of the attested local agreement targets (for VA, PA and AA) found in connec-
tion to a gente (minus the dialectal 3PL). Some of these usage preferences are strong to
the point that they have been argued to reflect grammatical constraints. For instance, some
prior work has claimed on the basis of informal judgments that local agreement between
a gente and nos 1s ungrammatical (Costa & Pereira 2013; Menuzzi 2000; Reuland 2011).

Table 4. Summary of local agreement patterns with a gente

Consistently Attested Targets Most Frequent Target
Xegil;::nen (| 35G|1PL (3PL arguably dialectal) 3sG
Predicative SG|PL SG
Agreement | (MASC or FEM depending on reference) | (MASC or FEM depending on reference)
Local
Anaphoric underspecified (se)| 1 PL(nos) underspecified (se)
Agreement

As discussed above, speakers do in fact perceive the least frequent targets in Table
4 as marked or less acceptable compared to the most frequent ones. However, the em-
pirical studies we cited suggests that, while the distributions of each variant differ across
dialects, the variation in Table 4 itself exists within dialects and individuals as well. So
speakers (to varying extents) produce these structures regardless of how they are judged.
Furthermore, even those who reject the least frequent targets find them more acceptable
than low acceptability baselines, such as cases where a gente triggers 2SG agreement:

(16) a. * A gente corres.
A GENTE run.2SG
‘We run.’
b. * A gente; te; viu.
A GENTE REFL.2SG saw.3SG
‘We,; saw each other;.’

From our perspective, the fact that the less frequent targets in Table 4 are (i) con-
sistently attested within dialects/corpora, and (i1) more acceptable than blatant anomalies

1 As arough indication of this, we note that a search for “a gente nos_p VERB” vs. “a gente

se_p VERB” in the BP section of Corpus do Portugués: Web/Dialects yields around 30 unique
results for the former and over a thousand for the latter. However, the frequency of “a gente se_p
VERB” is overestimated due to annotation errors for the part of speech tag “_p” in connection to
the reflexive se.
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like (16) suggests that they are not ungrammatical per se. However, the reduced accept-
ability of such targets and their relative sparsity does require an explanation. Descrip-
tively, what is common to all of them is the presence of an overtly marked PL ¢-feature.
In Section 5, we propose an account of this in terms of a formal theory of register.'?

3. Previous accounts

In this section, we review two proposals concerning the agreement properties of a gente:
Costa & Pereira (2013) and Taylor (2009). The former was originally devised with Eu-
ropean Portuguese in mind, but it is based on observations about BP made by Menuzzi
(2000). These accounts posit that 1PL and 3SG agreement with a gente are triggered by
distinct underlying structures — each with a different set of privative features acting as a
local controller for agreement. Both accounts syntactically decompose a gente and derive
the agreement variation in structural terms. In this respect, they are similar to accounts of
variable agreement with collective committee-type nouns in English (Den Dikken 2001;
Sauerland 2004a,b). We argue that such theories, which assume a one-to-one mapping
between structures and agreement exponents, are too restrictive when it comes to the be-
havior of a gente. Ultimately, what has to be abandoned is the idea that the agreement
information of a DP is represented as a single unstructured set of privative features.

3.1. Costa & Pereira (2013)

Costa & Pereira (2013) argue that a gente is a pronoun that can have two underlying
structures. The variant giving rise to standard 3SG agreement is (17a), where a gente is
the D-head of a 3SG DP. The variant giving rise to 1PL agreement is the complex nominal
apposition structure in (17b), where a gente is adjoined to a 1PL empty pronoun. The
latter is inspired by the structure Den Dikken (2001) ascribes to pluringulars.

(17) a. [pp a gentezsg NP] b. [pp proie. [pp a gentessq NPJ]

Building on prior work (Costa et al. 2001; Costa & Pereira 2005; Menuzzi 2000),
Costa and Pereira assume a phase-based modular approach to agreement, where the op-
eration Agree is strictly local and can only access morphosyntactic ¢-features (Chomsky
2000, 2001, i.a.). Semantic agreement is framed as a kind of last resort that applies when
conditions for syntactic Agree are not met. This approach fundamentally relies on the
distinction between local and non-local agreement, leading to the following predictions:

(1) non-locally: a gente should control 1PL, consistent with its semantics;

12 A reviewer suggests that the less frequent agreement patterns in Table 4 are ungrammat-

ical but may be repaired by ‘hypercorrection’, and, thereby come to sound more acceptable for
some speakers. The main problem with this proposal is that there is no established theory of repair
that derives why only some ungrammatical structures come to be regarded as acceptable. Notions
like ‘hypercorrection’ are often invoked descriptively, but they have not been given an implemen-
tation in formal theories of grammar; as such, they are not explanatory mechanisms. To turn this
intuition into a precise theoretical proposal one would need a model that (a) specifies how speak-
ers identify members of the complement of the weakly generated set of grammatical objects, (b)
defines a repair metric that licenses the particular attested repairs by comparing ungrammatical
sentences to grammatical ones (perhaps along the lines of Chomsky (1961)), and (c) predicts the
systematic patterning of those repairs across some domains (1PL agreement with a gente) but not
others (e.g. 2SG agreement with a gente). As far as we are aware, this work has not been done.
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(i1) locally: a gente can control 3SG or 1PL, depending on how it is parsed, cf. (17).

The first of these predictions is correct if we say non-local agreement is always
anaphoric agreement (AA) (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987). Menuzzi (2000) notes that
non-locally, a gente only binds forms with exclusive 1PL semantics: nos/nds or a gente.

(18) S6 agente; sabe [que ele {*viu ela; / *viu elas; /nos; viu / viu a gente;}].
only A GENTE know thathe sawher sawthem 1PL saw saw A GENTE

However, Costa and Pereira assume that, in the structures underlying predicative
agreement (PA), represented in (19), the relationship between the agreeing predicate and
the subject is also not a local one, because the intervening SC counts as a separate phase.!?

(19) [Tp Subject1 TO [Vp VO [SC tl Predicate]]]

Hence, for Costa and Pereira, there are cases of non-local agreement that are not
anaphoric. One difficulty with this view is the fact that, as we saw in Section 2.2, the
most common target for PA with a gente in BP is SG — i.e. what Costa and Pereira would
take to be an instance of syntactic agreement. If PA is in fact non-local, this would be a
counterexample to their analysis.

Costa and Pereira’s prediction regarding a gente’s behavior in local domains is
also incompatible with data in Section 2. In order to account for the variation in local
agreement with a gente, they posit two distinct underlying structures: (17a), for 3SG,
and (17b), for 1PL. However, once one of these structures is in place, all locally agreeing
forms should be consistent with it. Costa & Pereira (2013: 167) thus claim that a gente can
only trigger AA with the 1PL reflexive nos when it simultaneously triggers 1PL agreement
with the verb. When VA targets are 3SG, only se is said to be appropriate: !4

13 Costa & Pereira (2005) offer two arguments for this view. First, they claim that SCs

constitute “a complete domain of predication” and “are prosodically coherent”, in that multiple
SCs can be coordinated, as in (i), which they take to be properties of phases. Second, they claim
that SCs, unlike nominal objects, cannot undergo leftward scrambling, as (ii) illustrates. This
follows if scrambling is phase-internal and cannot access parts of phases that have been previously
constructed and shipped to the interfaces.

(i) Euconsidero [a Maria inteligente], [a Olgaelegante] e [0 Pedro irritante].
I consider the Maria smart the Olga elegant and the Pedro irritating
I consider Maria pretty, Olga elegant and Pedro irritating.

(i) a. O Pedrofala francés sempre.
the Pedro speaks French always

b. * O Pedro estd cansado sempre.
the Pedrois tired  always

We are not convinced by either of these arguments. The first points to features that are necessary
properties of phases, but not sufficient ones. TPs, for instance, are also complete domains of pred-
ication, but not phases. The ability to be coordinated is a general property of phrasal constituents
(VPs, DPs, PPs, etc.) and also not a diagnostic for phasehood. About the second argument, the
judgments seem not to be so robust and are potentially influenced by prosodic factors of the kind
described in Menuzzi & Mioto (2006).

14 Costa and Pereira’s judgments are given for European Portuguese, but Carvalho et al.
(2018: 128-129) contend that they also hold for BP. The judgment that the AA pattern (20b) is
unacceptable is also widely found in the literature on BP (Menuzzi 2000: 210, Reuland 2011: 131,
Marcotulio et al. 2013: 127, i.a).
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(20) a. A gente; nos; vimos na TV.
A GENTE REFL.1PL saw.1PL on-the TV

b. * A gente; nos; viu na TV.
A GENTE REFL.1PL saw.3SG on-the TV

c. Agente; se; viu na TV.
A GENTE REFL saw.3SG on-the TV

d. * A gente; se; vimos na TV.
A GENTE REFL saw.1PL on-the TV

However, examples like (20d) can be found in corpora, as (21) shows:

(21) “[...] a gente; se; conhecemos através de amigos [...]”
A GENTE REFL met.1PL through of friends

‘We,; met each other; through friends.’

Furthermore, as we saw in (15), examples analogous to (20b) are also consistently
attested in corpora. (22) is interesting because a gente bind se clitic and nos in the same
sentence, making it clear that the choice between them is not a matter of dialect variation:

(22) “[A] gente; se; gostava muito, sempre que a gente; nos;
A GENTE REFL liked.3SG much, every-time that A GENTE REFL.1PL
cumprimentava, eu sentia que ela gostava de mim.”
greeted.3sG, I felt thatshe liked of me
‘We; liked each other;, every time we; greeted each other;, I felt she liked me.’

While the markedness of structures where a gente locally binds nos requires ex-
planation, adopting an account that entails ungrammaticality fails to account for why
structures like (15) and (22) are consistently attested and judged to be more acceptable
than blatantly deviant structures (e.g. a gente; te; viu). In the nos clause in (22), a gente
triggers local VA based on syntactic ¢-features and local AA based on meaning, showing
that local agreement is not always determined by a unique set of syntactic ¢-features. This
is a pattern attested for hybrid NPs cross-linguistically, even in English (Smith 2021):

(23) The government is embarrassing themselves.

We also want to argue for a stronger claim: namely, that AA with a gente is never
based on its syntactic ¢-features. This is not only the case for non-local AA (which
Costa and Pereira correctly predict), as we saw in (18), but also for intra-clausal binding,
including binding of inalienable possessives and complex anaphors (Branco & Marrafa
1999; Varaschin 2021a), as in (24). The appropriate way to express binding with a gente
in these and other cases is either with a gente itself or with overtly 1PL forms, as in (25).

(24) a. *A gente; ama as {maes dela; /suas; maies}.
A GENTE love.3SG the mothers of. her P0SS.3 mothers
‘We; love our; mothers’

b. *A gente; viu {ela mesma; /elas mesmas; } na TV.
A GENTE saw her same.F.SG of-them.F same.F.PL on-the TV

‘We,; saw ourselves; on TV.
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(25) a. A gente; ama as {mdes d-a gente; /nossas; mdes}.
A GENTE love.3SG the mothers of-A GENTE our  mothers

b. A gente; viu {nds mesmas; / a gente mesma;} na TV
A GENTE saw us same.FEM.PL a gente same.F.SG on-the TV

In fact, the only evidence Costa & Pereira (2013) and others (Menuzzi 2000; Reu-
land 2011) give in favor of the view that local AA with a gente is sensitive to purely
syntactic ¢-features are cases like (20c), where a gente locally binds the reflexive se.
However, as we saw in (14), it is inappropriate to assign 3SG ¢-features to se in BP.
Therefore, the assumption that a gente can control 3SG AA locally when targets for VA
are 3SG is also false. The crucial generalization concerning which features are available
for agreement is not based on locality, but on whether the type of agreement is anaphoric
or grammatical. In Section 4, we develop a system to capture this restriction.

3.2. Taylor (2009)

Taylor (2009) argues that, contrary to appearances, a gente is not a pronoun, but a DP
with a rich and somewhat flexible internal structure. This flexibility is what enables him
to derive a broader range of agreement variation than what Costa & Pereira (2013) do.
Taylor offers two arguments against the pronominal status of a gente. First, he
claims that, unlike plural pronouns like nds, a gente cannot co-occur with numerals in
structures like (26). Second, a gente cannot take NP complements in cases like (27).

(26) a. *Agente trés foi a igreja.
A GENTE three went to-the church

b. NoOstrés fomos a igreja.
we three went to-the church

‘We three went to church.’

(27) a. * A gente brasileiros adora musica.
A GENTE Brazilians adore music

b.  NOs brasileiros adoramos musica.
we Brazilians adore music

‘We Brazilians adore music.’

Like Costa & Pereira (2013), Taylor (2009) also ascribes two structures for a
gente, depending on whether it agrees with a 1PL or 3SG target. For 1PL uses, a gente has
the appositional structure shown in (28a), similar to Costa and Pereira’s proposal. The
key difference is that Taylor analyzes a gente as a full DP headed by a definite article, dis-
tinguishing it from true pronouns, which are D-heads (cf. Déchaine & Wiltschko 2002;
Postal 1969, a.o.). This distinction explains why a gente cannot appear in numeral or
nominal complement constructions like (26) and (27). The major innovation of Taylor’s
approach is the idea that 3SG a gente is derived from the 1PL structure. The result is
the imposter structure in (28b) (cf. Collins & Postal 2012), where the movement of the
secondary source (i.e. a gente) to the Spec of the DP shell endows the higher D° with 3SG
features via Spec—Head agreement, which derives the 3SG patterns.



16 Isogloss 2025, 11(7)/17 Varaschin & Machicao y Priemer

(28) a. DP b. DP
DPy,. DP DP; D’
pro /\ A A
DY, NP agente DO DP
a gente 3SG /\

Taylor’s derivational account can derive local agreement mismatches like (29),
which were wrongly ruled out under Costa and Pereira’s proposal. The derivation works
by assuming that the structure in (28a) is merged first, triggering 1PL agreement (with
the anaphor or the predicative adjective), and subsequently moving to [Spec, TP]. Then, a
gente is counter-cyclically adjoined to [Spec, DP], yielding the structure in (28b), which
triggers 3SG agreement with the tensed verb. We illustrate this in (30) with a derivation
for the mismatch between VA and AA in (29b) (see Taylor 2009: 23).

(29) a. Agente estd cansados.
A GENTE is.3SG tired.M.PL

b. A gente; nos; viu.
A GENTE REFL.1PL saw.3SG

This accounts faces multiple challenges. First, neither of Taylor’s arguments
against the pronominal status of a gente arguments hold up under closer scrutiny (Costa &
Pereira 2013; Marcotulio et al. 2013; Ramos & Maia 2015). Costa & Pereira (2013) show
that the impossibility of (26a) and (27a) follows from two independent assumptions: (i)
the requirement that determiners and modifiers of nominals agree with such nominals in
their morphosyntactic ¢-features; (ii) the fact that a gente is morphosyntactically speci-
fied as 3SG, cf. Section 4.5 Since numeral phrases and bare plurals like brasileiros are
specified for PL as part of their morphosyntactic make-up, co-occurrence with the singu-
lar form a gente is ruled out. This has nothing to do with a gente’s status as a pronoun.
Note that it is perfectly possible to use a gente followed by a singular bare noun, as the
attested examples in (31) indicate.

15 Furthermore, not all pronouns in BP can take NP complements as in (27), as Carvalho
(2018: 55) notes (see also Déchaine & Wiltschko 2002: 421). For instance, this is not possible for
1SG or 3PL forms: e.g. *eu brasileiro, *eles brasileiros.
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(30) TP
DP; T
DPss D’ TO VP
agente A /\ /\
DO DP DP TO DP; \%
3sG W nos  viu PN AN
DP,,,  DP DP, DP), V° DP
pro a-gente pre agente vind nes;
2: VA \\J
1: AA
(31) a. “A gente brasileir-o tem um preconceito danado contra a
A GENTE Brazilian-M.SG have a prejudice damn against the
internacionalizacdo.”
internationalization

‘We Brazilians have a lot of prejudice against internationalization.’

b. “Isso € uma injustica contra a gente brasileir-o0.”
this is an injustice against A GENTE Brazilian-M.SG

“This is an injustice against us Brazilians.’

Such cases are counterexamples to Taylor’s theory, since they should be blocked by what-
ever blocks multiple apposition in structures like *we linguists phonologists. Also prob-
lematic are all of the pronominal properties of a gente mentioned in Section 2.1.

Second, though the derivational account of 3SG a gente can derive mismatches
where a gente triggers PL agreement with a lower target and SG agreement with a higher
one, the reverse order (i.e. where PL agreement is triggered high and SG is triggered low)
is not derivable in Taylor’s system. However, we have seen that such mismatches are
found (albeit marginally) in interactions between VA and PA, such as (11b) or (32).

(32) “[...] a gente tamos cansado[...]”
A GENTE are.1PL tired.SG
‘We are tired.’

Third, Taylor’s account also cannot derive mismatches like (33). The first merge
position of a gente in this case is subject of triste, where it should trigger SG PA. How-
ever, the adjective also takes the complex reflexive nos mesmas as its complement, which
targets a gente’s 1PL features. From this position, a gente moves to [Spec, TP], where it
triggers 3SG agreement with T. There is simply no position where a gente could trigger,
at the same time, SG PA with friste and 1PL AA with the reflexive.

(33) A gente; ta [t; triste com ndés mesmas;].
A GENTE is.3SG  sad.SG with 1PL same
‘We,; are sad about ourselves;.’
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Fourth, the fact that Taylor ascribes a normal non-pronominal DP structure to a
gente fails to explain why the reading where a gente functions as a 1PL pronoun is lost if
the head noun gente is modified, as in (34).

(34) A gente interessante cantou.
A GENTE interesting.SG sang.3SG

‘The interesting people sang.” (Not: ‘We sang.”)

Fifth, real imposter DPs do not allow bound indexical readings (Collins & Postal
2012: 195, Podobryaev 2014: 30). (35a) does not have a reading that entails that other
people don’t think that they are brilliant, which (35b) does have: i.e. a reading where the
second DP is abstracted over, yielding the property ‘A\z.z thinks z is brilliant’. However,
both sentences in (36), including (36a), where 3SG a gente is bound, have this reading.

(35) a. Only we; think that the present authors; are brilliant.
b. Only we; think that we; are brilliant.
(36) a. SO nbs; achamos que a gente; ¢é brilhante.

only we think.1PL that A GENTE is.3SG brilliant

b. S6 nds; achamos que nds; somos brilhantes.
only we think.1PL that we are.1PL brilliant

Lastly, the movement itself that is invoked in the derivation of 3SG a gente in (28b)
arguably violates anti-locality constraints (Abels 2003; Boeckx 2008, i.a.).

3.3. General remarks

Costa & Pereira (2013) and Taylor (2009) disagree about the status of a gente as a pro-
noun and about the structure underlying examples where a gente controls 3SG agreement.
However, they both agree that 1PL a gente has an appositive structure, where it is adjoined
to an empty pro that bears the relevant 1PL features.

There are two problems that this shared assumption leads to. First, as Costa &
Pereira (2013: 178-179) acknowledge, they fail to explain why similar instances of appo-
sition are not possible for the overt 1PL pronoun nds. There is no reason why (37) should
be bad, given that an identical structure is grammatical with the null 1PL pro.'¢

16 Costa & Pereira (2013: 179) stipulate, on the basis of (ia), that apposition to overt pro-

nouns is independently ruled out. However, such examples are only marginally bad and more
acceptable ones can be constructed, as (ib). It is apposition to pro — i.e. precisely the kind of ap-
position invoked to handle cases where a gente triggers 1PL agreement — that can be independently
shown to be unacceptable, as in (ii).

(i) a. ?Eles,esses, cantam.
they these.M sing.3PL

b. Eu, eu-zinho, canto.
I I-DIM.M sing.1SG

(i) * Eu; disse que pro;, um linguista, posso ajudar.
I said thatpro a linguist can help
‘I; said that, I;, a linguist, can help.’
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(37) *Nos, a gente, cantamos.
we A GENTE sing.1PL

Second, the presence of a null pro in all structures where a gente triggers 1PL
agreement does not appear to conform to the constraints on the distribution of null pro-
nouns in BP, which are known to be much stronger than in European Portuguese (Barbosa
2019; Kato & Duarte 2014; Soares et al. 2020, i.a.). For instance, referential null subjects
in root declarative clauses are marginal in BP. However, there seems to be no restriction
on 1PL a gente in similar contexts. Similarly, BP does allow 1PL pro in imperatives, but
there is no corresponding imperative pro for 3SG a gente; i.e. (38b) does not have the
same intended reading as (38a).

(38) a. Vamos sair!
g0.1.PL.PRS leave-INF

‘Let’s leave!”

b. * Vai sair!
20.3.SG.PRS leave-INF
‘Let’s leave!’

The two approaches examined in this section also agree on the received view on ¢-
features, which takes them to be assembled in unstructured sets of interpretable privative
elements (Adger 2006; Adger & Svenonius 2011; Collins & Stabler 2016). This yields
predictions that are, at the same time, too restrictive and not restrictive enough.

On the former side, Costa and Pereira and Taylor’s theories are incapable of ex-
plaining cases where a gente controls 3PL agreement, such as (9) above. It appears that
what is going on there is that PERSON features are coming from a gente’s morphosyntactic
make-up, while NUMBER is coming from a gente’s semantic information.

In another sense, both theories are also not restrictive enough. Insofar as both
ascribe unique 3SG features to variants of a gente associated with 3SG verbal targets and
se, they fail to capture the fact that cases of local AA with unambiguous 3SG forms, such
as (24), are not possible. That is, they miss the generalization that AA with a gente is only
sensitive to its referential features, regardless of whether it is local or not.

The alternative we propose in the next section remedies both of these defects. It
assumes a richer theory of features that allows recursion — i.e. a feature can take sets of
features as their values, one of which is not directly associated with interpretive effect
at the truth-conditional level, but, nonetheless, may carry social meanings that determine
its distribution across different types of contexts (e.g. formal or informal). Verbs and
predicates can target their controller’s syntactic and semantic features alike. But AA is
stated in such a way that it requires sharing of semantic features.

4. Analysis: The grammar of a gente

In Section 3, we showed that, the hypothesis that ascribes a pronominal status to a gente
is essentially correct. Nevertheless, previous attempts to define its agreement properties
fail to capture the full range of attested variation, being mostly too strict and ruling out
structures attested in the data. In this and the next section, we argue for an approach
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that predicts — within a single grammar and with a single underlying structure for a gente
(contra Taylor 2009; Costa & Pereira 2013) — the distributional facts found in BP corpora.

In our analysis — following Kathol (1999); Wechsler & Zlati¢ (2003); Wurmbrand
(2017); Smith (2021); a.0. — we propose two sets of ¢-features. One set, which we call
CONCORD features (¢), contains the grammatical features needed a.o. for determiner—
noun agreement and for the realization of morphophonological properties of inflectional
heads (cf. Adamson 2025; Kathol 1999; Smith 2021).!7 The other set, which we call
INDEX features (¢'), is more semantically oriented and functions to restrict the range of
possible referents of an expression for referential pronouns as well as to constrain AA.
We propose that tokens of ¢!-features replace traditional referential indices, so that they
can, at once, govern particular forms of agreement, and encode semantic relations such as
coreference and trigger binding via predicate abstraction (Heim & Kratzer 1998).!8

Usually, ¢©- and ¢'-values of expressions are token identical, cf. (39a). But in
some cases, for instance, for hybrid nouns (cf. Corbett 2015; Smith 2021), values can
differ, cf. (40a), leading to competing agreement patterns, cf. (40b) vs. (39b).

(39) a. Peter{(bc:{isc;}’¢I:{3’SG}}
b. Peter {sleeps / *sleep}.

(40)  a. committee ,c. 3 56}, ¢l (3,0L}}
b. The committee {has / have} made a decision.

The pronouns nds and a gente —used to refer to a plurality including the speaker —
offer a similar picture as (39a) and (40a): while the ¢C- and ¢'-values of nds are identical
(41a), the values of a gente differ (41b). As mentioned in Section 1, the pronominal form
a gente ‘we’ developed from the hybrid definite NP a gente ‘the people’, a hybrid noun
like (40a), whose features also differed regarding the number values, cf. (41c).

(41) a. "we' n0Sge.ry iy g1 p)}
b. ‘we’: a 8eNte4C.13 56}, o {1,pL}}
c. ‘the people’: a 8eNte 4C. 03 56}, ¢l {3,pL}}

When used as a pronoun, the ¢!-values of a gente are specified as 1PL since ¢'-
features are semantically interpretable and restrict the range of possible referents for the
expression via general constraints on assignment functions, which will include at least
conditions such as those in (42) (Sudo 2012; Varaschin et al. 2025). (42a) requires as-
signment functions to map a first person ¢! to entities that have speaker parts (possibly
s. itself) and (42b) requires assignment functions to map a plural ¢! to pluralities. A-
abstraction, which gives rise to assignment-independent bound-variable readings, is only
licensed when binder and bindees have identical ¢'s.

(42) Constraint on Assignment Functions
A function g from the set of ¢' to D, is an admissible assignment function for a
complete utterance u in a context c iff for every ¢':

17
18

In contrast to Wechsler (2021: 228), our data suggest that ¢ also bears PERSON values.

This approach takes inspiration from theories that posit complex indices in order to solve
the puzzles connected to indexical binding, which is only licensed under AA (Podobryaev 2014;
Sudo 2012, i.a.).
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a. s.=g({e"{1}})
b. g({¢" {PL}}) € D, - ATOM(D.)

Let us now examine the individual instances of agreement to assess how the two
sets of features account for the observed patterns. Beginning with agreement within the
nominal domain, as illustrated in (43a) and (43b), we observe that determiner — in this
case, the pronouns a gente or nés — must agree with the head noun with respect to their
¢C-values, i.e. SG in (43a) and PL in (43b). So NP agreement seems to be ¢C-based.!®

(43) a. {N0s/*A gente} brasileir-os  jogamos futebol.
we A GENTE Brazilian-M.PL play football

b. {*Nds /A gente} brasileir-o jogamos futebol.
we A GENTE Brazilian-M.SG play football

‘We Brazilians play football.’

Regarding VA and PA, (44a) shows that subject and verb can agree either in CON-
CORD or INDEX (with the latter sounding more marked); and (44b) illustrates the same
behaviour with respect to predicative adjective and subject agreement.

(44) a. Agente {é / *somos} um time.
A GENTE be.3SG be.lPL a team
‘We are a team.’

b. A gente ta {triste | tristes}.
A GENTE be.3SG sad.SG  sad.PL

The contrast between (43) and (44) indicates that the fundamental agreement dis-
tinction cannot be attributed to locality, since the relation between determiner and noun
as well as the relation between subject and verb (or mutatis mutandis, under standard as-
sumptions, between subject and predicative adjective) is local. Consequently, it cannot be
maintained that local agreement necessarily corresponds to ¢“-agreement.

As previously noted, ¢C-features are employed in the realization of morphophono-
logical properties; e.g. to determine the inflected form of a verb or predicative adjective.
The rule in (45a), for instance, specifies that a head H® bearing the root specification «
(e.g. jog- ‘play’) and the ¢C-value /3 (e.g. 1PL) is realized as the value of a paradigm func-
tion ¢ that, when applied to a particular {, /~,¢“} bundle, determines the corresponding
phonological form (e.g. jogamos ‘(we) play’) (cf. Kathol 1999; Stump 2001). The ¢°-
value of the verb, in turn, agrees either with the ¢©- or the ¢'-values of the elements it
enters into an agreement relation with. Thus, as illustrated in (45b), the verb can agree
with nds (whose ¢©- and ¢'-values are 1PL) or with a gente (whose ¢'-value is 1PL).

45) a. HO {f: a}:@(a,ﬁ)

C
¢ p
b. jOg-am0S¢C:{ 1,pL} selects NPd)C:{l,PL} \Y% NP¢I:{1,PL}
play-1PL

19 For independent reasons (e.g. the occurrence of bare singulars), we assume that BP be-

longs to the so-called NP languages (or head-functor-languages, cf. BoSkovié, 2007; Deng et al.,
2025), in which the determiner — in this case the pronouns a gente or nos — selects the head noun.
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More intriguing are cases such as (44b), in which the ¢-features of the verb and
the predicative adjective do not match — for example, d .5 g fristes c.gp 3 ‘is sad’. Such
instances provide compelling evidence for a more articulated theory of features like the
one we propose (cf. Lopes, 1999 for a similar approach to a gente), which distinguishes
between CONCORD and INDEX-type ¢-features. A theory assuming only one set of ¢-
features would be unable to account for this mismatch, as it would require the verb and
the predicative adjective to share the same NUMBER value, i.e. both being either SG or PL,
as discussed in Section 3. By contrast, the theory advocated here accounts for these data
by allowing a gente to satisfy the constraints imposed by #d tristes?® (cf. (46)): itis SG in
¢ or ¢!, and it is PL in ¢C or @l tamos c.¢y py tristee.(sqy is, thus, also licensed.

(46) VP

NPrseisar gupoyy V'

| T

a gente 'V AP

| td{¢C{§G}} trl.Sl‘eS{(z)C:{;L}}

The cases involving VA and PA suggest a broader generalization about the syn-
tactic configuration of agreement: in specifier—head configurations, a target bearing o
¢C-values selects a specifier whose values match either its ¢°- or ¢'-values, as illustrated
in (47). We use ¢ as the underspecified form for ¢€ and ¢'.

47) XP

SPR(ﬁ{O‘r} HEADqﬁC{ar}

In contrast, within the nominal domain, the situation differs, as shown in (43).
Within NPs,?! both determiner—noun as well as modifier—noun relations require agreement
in their ¢C-values, as illustrated in (48). So the type of ¢-feature that controls agreement
in this case is not underspecified, but is determined to be ¢C.

(48) NP

/\

20 We assume a standard raising analysis for the combination of the verb with the predicative

adjective, according to which the selectional features of the subject of the AP and those of the
subject of the verb must be compatible. This can be enforced either by movement (from Spec, AP
to Spec, VP) or structure-sharing.

2 We use “NP” in a theory-neutral sense, irrespective of whether one adopts a DP- or NP-
hypothesis. Our claim is intended to be more general and can be implemented within either
theoretical framework.
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In contrast to agreement in the nominal domain as well as in VA and PA, agreement
involving anaphora and pronouns, i.e. AA, is not (necessarily) local. While anaphors are
always in a local relation with their controllers (49a), pronouns are not (50) and can agree
with their antecedents even across sentence boundaries. What is particularly noteworthy
about AA is that a gente does not agree in ¢€ (i.e. 3.SG.F) with its target, neither in local
(cf. (49a) vs. (49b)) nor in non-local environments (cf. (50)).

(49) a. Agente; {se; /’nos;} viu nan TV.
A GENTE REFL 1PL saw.3SG on.the TV.
INTENDED: ‘We,; saw ourselves; on TV.

b. * A gente; viu ela mesma; na TV.
A GENTE saw.3SG 3.F.SG same.F.SG on.the TV.
INTENDED: ‘We; saw ourselves; on TV.

(50) a. A gente; acha que a Ana gosta {de nds; / *dela;}
A GENTE think.3SG that the Ana likes.3SG of us of .her
‘We; think that Ana likes us;.’

b. A gente; abragou {nossas; maes /*as miaes dela;}
A GENTE hugged.3SG our mothers  the mothers of.her
‘We,; hugged our; mothers.’

These data strongly suggest that, in the case of AA, only the more semantically
oriented ¢'-agreement is required. This follows from the general properties of indices,
namely their function in restricting the set of possible referents for an expression (in the
case of free pronouns). That is to say, a gente and another expression — whether an
anaphor or a pronoun — can be coreferential iff they refer to the same set of possible
referents, a set restricted by their ¢'-values and not by their ¢C-values. Coindexing is also
responsible for triggering binding via predicate abstraction (Heim & Kratzer 1998), in
which case it is constrained by the principles of Binding Theory, which also independently
determine whether an anaphor or a pronoun must be realized.?

2 A reviewer raises the question of whether this approach predicts the behavior of epicene

nouns. We are actually not making any claims about whether anaphoric GENDER agreement is
also based on INDEX, or whether it follows from something else. This is a fascinating question
we cannot address here for reasons of space. The answer partially hinges on the interpretation of
examples like (i) when the victim is male.

i a S6 a vitima; achou que ela; ia morrer.
only the.FEM witness.FEM thought that she would die
Only the victim; thought she; was going to die.

b. S6 a vitima; achou que ele; ia morrer.
only the.FEM witness.FEM thought that he would die
Only the victim; thought he; was going to die.

The judgments here are actually not clear to us. If only (ia) is acceptable under a bound-
variable reading (the reading where other people did not think they would die), then we can
assume that indices bear GENDER features along with PERSON and NUMBER. If both examples
have this reading, one could assume, following Sudo (2012), that GENDER is actually not part
of ¢!, but encoded as a presupposition on a separate head, along the lines of Heim & Kratzer
(1998). An alternative would be to argue that the indices of epicene nouns like vitima (‘victim’)
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We have also observed that a gente agrees as well with the reflexive se, cf. (51a).
However, as discussed in connection with (14), se can also co-occur with other pronouns,
such as tu ‘you’, or, as illustrated in (14b) (repeated here as (51b)) with nos ‘we’. We
therefore assume that the ¢'-values of se’ are not inherently specified as 3SG, but are
instead underspecified. According to Principle A of the Binding Theory, since a gente
and se must be coindexed, the ¢'-values of se are specified as 1PL.

(51) a. “A gente; se; gostava muito, sempre que a gente; nos;
A GENTE REFL liked.3SG much, every-time that A GENTE REFL.1PL
cumprimentava, eu sentia que ela gostava de mim.”
greeted.3sG, I felt thatsheliked of me
‘We; liked each other; a lot, every time we; greeted each other;, I felt that she
liked me.

b. “Toda vez q[ue] nds; se; encontramos, nds oramos juntos.”
all time that we REFL meet, we pray together

‘Every time that we; meet each other;, we pray together.’

Summarizing, the data in BP give rise to three agreement patterns that can be
accounted for by assuming two different sets of ¢-features: ¢© and ¢'. First, within the
nominal domain, in the combination of determiner or modifier with noun, these elements
must agree in their ¢C-values, as schematized in (52a).> Second, as the data for VA and
PA agreement suggest, in specifier—head configurations, both elements agree w.r.t. their
¢-values, i.e. with the CONCORD or INDEX specifications of the controller, cf. (52b). We
represent this by structure sharing an underspecified ¢, which can be resolved to either ¢
or ¢'. Third, since only ¢! plays a role in the semantic interpretation of pronouns, anaphors
and pronouns agree with their controllers only in their ¢!-values, as (52c) shows.

(52) a. Agreement Constraint within NPs

Det / Mod Noun Det/Mod Noun
¢c o7 ¢c oc
«Q «Q «Q

b. Agreement Constraint for VA and PA

Specifier Head ~ Specifier Head
¢ ¢© ¢ ¢©
o a «

are underspecified for GENDER, so the gender of the bound form actually resolves to the gender
on the INDEX of its antecedent under AA. We leave this topic for a future study.

23 Assuming a Head-Functor approach (cf. Van Eynde 2006) for NP languages — as proposed
in Deng et al. (2025) — this constraint could be generalized since it would be stated in terms of a
functor-head relation, similar to (52b) for specifier—head relations.
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c. Agreement Constraint for AA

NP Ana / Pron NP Ana/Pron
¢ ¢! R ¢!
o «Q o

In this section, we have demonstrated that the fundamental theoretical distinction
between the different agreement patterns cannot be framed solely in terms of local vs.
non-local agreement. The BP data reveals a tension between two prevailing assumptions:
first, that syntactic ¢-features are active only in local domains; and second, that genuine
semantic binding (as opposed to accidental coreference) is mediated by matching of ¢-
features (Bassi 2021; Kratzer 2009). Our analysis shows that these assumptions are only
tenable if two sets of features are proposed: ¢€ and ¢!. The advantages of this type of anal-
ysis are clear. First, unlike previous analyses (cf. Costa & Pereira 2005; Costa & Pereira
2013; Menuzzi 2000; Reuland 2011; Taylor 2009), it accounts for the different patterns
attested in BP corpora without requiring the dismissal of such data as ungrammatical, cf.
(15). Second, it can be extended to further cases of “quirky” agreement, such as hybrid
agreement in BP (e.g. a galera sairam ‘the people left.3PL’) as well as in other languages
(Bruening 2020; Corbett 2015; Den Dikken 2001; Smith 2021). Finally, insofar as NP-
internal agreement is always ¢°-based and non-local AA is always ¢!-based, our analysis
also captures the empirical patterns that underlie the Agreement Hierarchy, which posits
that targets that are structurally closest to N should favor syntactic agreement, and those
farthest away can favor semantic agreement (cf. Corbett 2006: 207).

5. Analysis: A compositional theory of social meanings

The dual-feature account proposed in Section 4 can license the full range of agreement
variants controlled by a gente attested in the data examined in Section 2. As it stands,
the account is somewhat unconstrained, because it predicts that all attested structures are
equally grammatical, despite the fact that speakers have different judgments about their
relative acceptability and markedness (cf. Table 4 above). So, for instance, structures like
those in (53) are perceived as marginal to varying degrees.?*

(53) a. ?Agente corremos.
A GENTE run.1PL
‘We run.’
b. ?A gente ’ta tristes.
A GENTE be.3SG sad.PL
‘We are sad.’

x As we mentioned in Section 2, in spite of this, speakers have consistent judgments that

all of the marked variants in (53a,c) are nonetheless more acceptable than the ones where a gente
is associated with 2SG agreement targets (e.g. a gente corres, ‘we run.2SG’). We propose that
cases like (53) and a gente corres are unnaceptable for different reasons: only in the latter case
are the reasons grammar-internal. We can distinguish, thus, three main levels of acceptability:
fully acceptable (i.e. an utterance is fine on grammatical and extra-grammatical grounds), marked
(i.e. an utterance is grammatically fine but extra-gramatically deviant) and plainly unacceptable
(i.e. an utterance is not assigned a structure by the grammar).
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c. 7 A gente; nos; viu.
A GENTE REFL.1PL saw.3SG
‘We,; saw each other;.’

In this section, we will explain this by imposing further constraints on combinations
involving a gente and different agreement targets. However, since the less-than-fully-
acceptable and infrequent variants in (53) are nonetheless still possible, the nature of
these constraints will not be syntactic, but, rather, part of a compositional theory of social
meanings based on work in formal pragmatics (Machicao y Priemer et al. 2025; Mc-
Cready 2019; Potts 2007; Taniguchi 2019; Varaschin et al. 2024, i.a.).

The basic idea we propose to account for the usage preferences in Table 4 is that
structures where a gente is associated with overt 1PL exponents (be they verbal, predica-
tive, or anaphoric) convey conflicting social meanings, making it difficult for speakers to
infer what register they belong to. Building on Potts (2007), McCready (2010) and oth-
ers, we model social meanings as gradable expressives and define the social meaning of a
phrase as the intersection of the social meanings of its daughters (for each type of social
meaning present in both). We assume that individual points in social meaning scales (i.e.
social meaning degrees) stand for equivalence classes of contexts where an expression
can be felicitously used with respect to that social meaning. This new approach to the
formal modeling of variation entails that structures where (informal) a gente combines
with (formal) 1PL have a very narrow intersection in their formality social meaning scale,
accounting for their restricted distribution across all registers.

5.1. Social Meanings as Conventional Implicatures

By social meaning (SM) we understand any kind of non-at-issue content that indexes
some socially-relevant property of the coordinates that define utterance contexts (e.g. s,
ac, tc). Typical instances of SMs are (i) the expressive component of slurs: e.g. the word
Kraut, which denotes the set of Germans and expresses the speaker’s negative attitude
towards the kind corresponding to this set (Gutzmann 2011; McCready 2010); and (ii)
politeness-related information conveyed by honorific forms: e.g. the form du in German,
which refers to the addressee and expresses social or psychological closeness between the
speaker and the addressee (Kim & Sells 2007; Potts & Kawahara 2004).

It has been shown that such SMs have projective and inferential properties asso-
ciated with Conventional Implicatures (CI) (McCready 2010, 2019; Potts 2007 i.a.), The
following are some of the properties of SMs we want to capture:

* Independence: SMs add meaning in a dimension separate from the at-issue content.
Thus, the basic content of an utterance remains constant regardless of its SMs, and
SMs are not affected by truth-conditional operators like modals or negation.

* Indexicality: SMs predicate something about the utterance situation or its partici-
pants, always referring to an individual or context contiguous with the utterance.

» Repeatability: Using multiple items conveying the same type of SM does not result
in redundancy, but in specification of the contextual condition signaled by the SM.

* Immediacy: SMs realize their intended function through the act of utterance itself,
they function like performatives, directly operating on the context of utterance.
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* Gradability: The applicability of an SM is not absolute; rather, SMs apply to indi-
viduals to varying degrees, which may shift as a dialogue unfolds.

Note that the expressive content of slurs and the politeness content of honorifics
have all of these features. Since these SMs share essential properties with Cls, particularly
the Independence property mentioned above, they require a multidimensional approach
to semantic interpretation. In this approach, different types of meaning contributions are
separated into different levels: on the one hand, the at-issue dimension, and on the other,
a Cl-dimension, which can be thought of as a parameter of the context. A prominent
approach of this sort that has been applied to SM phenomena like slurs and honorifics is
that of McCready (2010) who, following Potts (2005), assumes a type-theoretic distinc-
tion between the two meaning dimensions: at-issue types are written with a subscripted
‘a’, and Cl-types are written with a subscripted ‘c’. The compositional rules guarantee
no ClI-type can serve as an argument to an at-issue type, accounting for the independency
property of SMs. The CI composition is ‘isolated’ from the at-issue meaning by means of
the e operator. On this approach, slurs and honorifics would be assigned denotations like
those in (54).%

(54) a. [Kraut]= Az.german(z) : (e? t*) o finds-bad(s.,” german) : ¢
b. [du]=a.: e* o low-distance(s.,a.) : t°

In order to model the gradable property of SMs, we can modify these entries by
requiring SMs to take an additional DEGR(EE) argument, along the lines suggested in
Potts & Kawahara (2004), Potts (2007) and McCready (2019). In our approach, this will
be an interval from 0O to 1, with O signaling the lowest degree and 1 the highest. So, for
instance, we can think of Kraut as conveying that the speaker has a negative/low attitude
toward the kind corresponding to the property german and of du as conveying that the
speaker and the addressee gave a lower-to-average degree of social distance to each other:

(55) a. [Kraut]= Az.german(z) : (e? t*) o attitude(s.,” german, (0,.3]) : ¢
b. [du]=a.: e* o distance(s,, a., (0,.5]) : t¢

The fact that we have continuous values reflects how we can make comparative judgments
about SMs (e.g. speaker s; is more negative towards Germans than s;) and intuitively
sense varying degrees of SMs (e.g. expression e; conveys more social distance than e,).
Recently this type of formalism has been extended to the treatment of regis-
ter and situationally-driven intra-individual variation (McCready 2019; Taniguchi 2019;
Varaschin et al. 2024). What this work argues for is that register parameters like formality,
which certain expressions are conventionally associated with, can be understood as grad-
able SMs, much like those we see in (54)—(55). We assume a particular implementation of
the SM-based approach to register developed in more technical detail in Varaschin et al.

3 The original L7 logic in Potts (2005) did not allow expressions to contribute simulta-

neously to the at-issue and CI dimensions. The logic was extended by McCready (2010) and
Gutzmann (2011) to allow for such kinds of mixed content. The entries in (54) are simpler than
the ones suggested by McCready’s (2010) particular treatment of mixed content, because they
keep the CI and at-issue contribution separate by means of the e operator, as opposed to using
shunting product types. The simplification is harmless in this context because the rules for mixed
application essentially convert a complex shunting type into the types of semantic objects we see
as the denotations in (54).
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(2024). This approach incorporates the basic insights of McCready’s system illustrated
in (54)—(55). However, as opposed to using Potts’s (2005) bullet (‘e’) operator, (AT-
ISSUE) CONTENT is separated from CI meaning by assigning each to different attributes
in a structured representation of the information conveyed by linguistic expressions, using
the resources of sorted feature logics (Asadpour et al. 2022; Bender 2007; Green 1994;
Paolillo 2000; Pollard & Sag 1994). This representation takes the general form in (56).

CONTENT at-issue meaning

CONTEXTUAL-INDICES (S, ¢, tc, ... )
CONTEXT |CI (SMy,SMs,,...)
PRESUPPOSITION (Pr, Ps,...)

(56)

The defining features of linguistic contexts are represented under the CONTEXT at-
tribute. This includes the classic Kaplanian contextual parameters (under CONTEXTUAL-
INDICES), a list of CIs (where SMs appear), and possibly also a list of PRESUPPOSITIONS.
The logical form of SM propositions is exactly as it is in the right-hand side of the bullet
in (55). SMs always take a degree argument, in addition to at least one of the members of
the CONTEXTUAL-INDICES list (which captures their indexical nature).

One advantage of the approach to SMs we propose over the more standard system
based on Potts (2005) is that it allows us to define the SM of an utterance compositionally.
In technical terms, we can dispense with the non-compositional rule of parsetree interpre-
tation (Potts 2005: 68) and adopt a compositional projection principle that defines the SM
of a mother node in a semantic derivation as the append of lists of distinct SMs under
the daughter’s CONTEXT|CI and intersects the degree values of SMs of the same type (see
Varaschin et al. (2024) for more details). The independence property of CIs is guaranteed
by stating separate principles of composition CONTENT and CONTEXT. This ensures that
operators over at-issue content (e.g. negation, modals, interrogatives) only pick out their
scopal arguments from elements under CONTENT.

SMs are assigned to expressions by means of use-conditional constraints (UCCs),
with the form in (57). The antecedent of a UCC specifies independently licensed struc-
tures on which the consequent imposes a contextual appropriateness condition, which we
model as the SMs that have to be satisfied in order for the utterance to be felicitous. The
antecedents can be lexical items (i.e. bundles of linguistic features), individual linguistic
features, as well as possibly larger chunks of syntactic structures.

(57) linguistic structure S = admissible context for S

In what follows, we propose propose UCCs associated with a gente and forms of
variable agreement as well as an explicit principle of SM composition for calculating the
formality of an utterance on the basis of the formality specification of its parts. These in-
gredients will allow us to derive the usage preferences for a gente documented in Section
2.

5.2. Accounting for the usage preferences

As we saw in Section 2, all of the variants examined in this paper are positively or nega-
tively correlated with the situational parameters that are (more or less directly) associated
with formal(ity). In particular, we saw that a gente is the most frequent form of 1PL, but is
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also perceived as less formal than nds (Brustolin 2009; Freitag 2016; Freitag et al. 2018;
Freitas & Carvalho 2020; Lima 2015; Vianna 2006). In contrast, forms of overt PL in-
flection — which, as we proposed in Section 4, come about as externalizations of the {¢*:
pl} specification on heads — are all perceived as conveying a high degree of formality,
which explains their association with written genres and older and more educated speak-
ers (Alencar 2013; Brito & Sedrins 2017; Brustolin 2009; Freitag 2016; Zilles 2005).
The clitic form nos arguably has a similar SM (Carvalho & Calindro 2018; Cyrino 2003;
Freitag et al. 2018; Schwenter et al. 2022).

Following the sociolinguistic work we reviewed in Section 2, we assign the UCCs
in (58) to account for SMs to the forms under consideration. We assume more specific
SMs (i.e. SMs with narrower intervals) override less specific ones.?

(58) a. a gente = [CONTEXT|CI (formal(s,, (0,.8]))]
b. nos{¢": Ipl, ¢ Ipl} = [CONTEXT|CI (formal(s.,[.7,1)))]
c. H{¢C: pl} = [cONTEXT|CI (formal(s,,[.6,1)))]

Note that the inference that the speaker is presenting as formal when they employ
a forms like nos or a verbal head specified for {¢C: pl} in (59) has all of the SM properties
listed in Section 5.1. This content is independent of the main point of the utterance (e.g.
it would not be affected by negation); it is indexical (i.e. it says something about the
speaker); there is no sense of redundancy in repeating forms that signal a similar degree
of formality (nos and H{¢C: pi}); the effect of signaling high formality is immediate (i.e.
it comes about simply by uttering the relevant expressions); and, finally, it is also gradable
(e.g. it is conceivable that formality could be expressed to an even higher degree).

(59) Querem que nos odiemos.
want.3PL that REFL.1PL hate.1PL

‘They want us to hate each other.’

As the UCCs in (58) already make clear, the SMs of a gente, on the one hand, and
nos and H{¢C: pl} on the other are somewhat at odds with each other because they pick
out opposite ends of the scale corresponding to the formal SM. This raises the question
of how these elements interact when they are combined in a single utterance. If we look
again at Table 4, we will see that the less frequent and more marked patterns of agreement
with a gente are precisely those where a gente combines with elements bearing {¢€: pl}
features (either nos or PL-inflected verbal and predicative heads).

The answer to this question is given by a general principle of SM composition,
which Varaschin et al. (2024) call the Local CI Projection Principle (see also Asadpour et
al. 2022; Machicao y Priemer et al. 2025; Paolillo 2000). This principle has different con-
sequences depending on whether the SMs being combined represent the same situational

26 We intend here merely to illustrate a general pattern of analysis that accounts for the

markedness of certain variants in pragmatic terms, as opposed to offer a fully detailed account
where all of the SMs are exhaustively investigated. So, as is usual in the literature on expressives
and SMs, the particular intervals assigned as the degree arguments signal the overall direction of
the observed effects. For the sake of simplicity, we also assume that all other linguistic structures
under consideration (e.g. H{¢C: sg}, the other lexemes and constructions, etc.) are register
neutral — i.e. they are specified as formal(s,, (0,1)). A more realistic model would have to
independently assess the SM contributions of these other variants.
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parameter (e.g. both specify different degrees of formality) or different parameters (e.g.
one specifies a degree of formality and another specifies the speaker’s attitude towards
a referent). Since we are dealing here solely with a single register-related SM type (i.e.
formal) we adopt a simpler formulation applied specifically to the formality parameter.

(60) Local Formality Composition Principle
The DEGREE value for the formal SM of a phrase is the intersection of the
DEGREE values of the formal SMs of its immediate daughters.

The intersection of DEGREE values 0, 0 is defined as the set of points that are in
both §; and d5. A consequence of this principle is that the information content of CI values
grows monotonically as more elements are combined. The formal value of a phrase is
either maintained or further restricted, imposing tighter constraints on the contexts where
the mother phrase can be appropriately used. This reflects the Repeatability property of
SMs discussed above: repetition of SMs leads not to redundancy but to reaffirmation
or specification, unlike the repetition of at-issue meanings. The principle in (60) also
imposes a consistency requirement on SMs: the degree of formality of different elements
must intersect, otherwise no CI value is defined for the mother. This is arguably what
happens in instances of honorific clashes in languages like Punjabi or Thai, which have
more grammaticalized politeness marking (Kaur & Yamada 2022; McCready 2019).

Register felicity is calculated by comparing the CI value of a sentence S that is
the output of the Local Formality Composition Principle in (60) — C'I(.S) — with the prior
global context in which S is uttered (C' Xs). This prior global context C' X is, like C'I(.S),
also a list of SMs, but, for our purposes, we assume it to be a singleton list containing only
a specification for the formality level of the prior discourse.

(61) Felicity constraint (cf. McCready 2019: 31)
The DEGREE values of formal in C'/(.S) and C' X g have to intersect.

All things being equal, the more the degree intervals of formal in C'7(.S) and the
one in C'X g match (i.e. the more degrees they share relative to their total size), the more
register appropriate S is with respect to C'Xg. With this in mind, we can understand
why the agreement variants with a gente in (53) are perceived as marked, despite being
licensed as grammatical by the dual-feature theory we proposed in Section 4. In Figures
2-4 we illustrate the effects of (60) for all of the marked agreement targets in (53).

Figure 2. Local Formality Composition with VA

A gente corremos{¢®: Ipl}
formal(s,, (0,.8]) formal(s,,[.6,1))

\/

CI(S) = n =formal(s,,[.6,.8])

As aresult of the narrow intersection between the formal degrees between, on the
one hand, a gente and, on the other, {¢<: pl} heads and nos, the CI value of each full
S will be such that the DEGREE value for the SM formal will be a very narrow interval.
This means that these utterances are appropriate in a very narrow set of contexts — those
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Figure 3. Local Formality Composition with PA

A gente 't4 tristes{¢®: pl}
formal(s,, (0,.8]) formal(s., (0,1)) formal(s,,[.6,1))

\/

n = formal(s,, [.6,1))

CI(S) = n = formal(s,,[.6,.8])

Figure 4. Local Formality Composition with AA

A gente nos{¢<: Ipl} viu.
formal(s,., (0,.8]) formal(s.,[.7,1)) formal(s,,(0,1))

\/

n = formal(s,, [.7,1))

CI(S) = n =formal(s,,[.7,.8])

in which there is a high, but not too high degree of formality. Since contexts with these
precise characteristics are not particularly common, utterances like those in (53) will also
be infrequent and will, thus, be dispreferred in more neutral situations, which are the kinds
of situations that tend to be reflected in naive linguistic judgments.?’

There is one remaining puzzle — originally noted by Menuzzi (2000) — that we
would like to address. This is the fact that local AA mismatches involving a gente are
much more marked than non-local AA mismatches, which are fully acceptable on all
accounts:

(62) a. ?A gente; nos; viu.
A GENTE REFL.1PL saw.3SG
‘We,; saw each other;.’

2 The markedness of the targets in (i) follows from similar consideration. In all of these

cases, a gente is combined with a plural element that shares with which it only shares a narrow
overlap in formality.

(i) a. Agente ’tamos tristes.

A GENTE be.1PL sad.PL
‘We are sad.’

b. A gente ’tamos triste.
A GENTE be.1PL sad.SG
‘We are sad.’

c. A gente; nos; Vimos.
a gente REFL.1PL saw.lPL
‘We; saw each other;.
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b. A gente; sabe que ele nos; viu.
A GENTE know.3SG that he REFL.1PL saw.3SG

‘We,; know that he saw us;.’

The theory we formulated so far does not obviously predict this. Assuming all
forms other than nos and a gente in (62) to be register neutral, the formal degree in the
resulting CI(S) in (62b) would be the same narrow interval as the one we get in (62a).

We suggest an explanation of this inspired by the dynamic approach to register
update in McCready (2019: 33). First, we postulate that the Local Formality Composition
Principle in (60) is computed separately for each minimal S (i.e. Cls are computed at
the CP level, excluding embedded CPs). Second, we propose that, if felicitous, the CI
of each minimal S, C'I(S), automatically updates the global context C'Xg. Third, we
propose that the way contextual update works is different from how local CI composition
works: update gives us the average of the DEGREE values for SMs like formal (not the
intersection). It is, thus, non-monotonic. The relevant principle is stated in (63).

(63) Global Contextual Update for Formality (cf. McCready 2019: 33)
If C1(S) is felicitous, C'1(.S) updates C X g as C X, where the DEGREE value of
formal in C X7, is the average between the DEGREE values of formal in CI(5)
and C'Xg.

The average degree (u4) value for two intervals [i1, j; ] and [is, j2] is obtained by
adding the maximum and minimum degree values of each and dividing them by two:

1alin, 1], [ o] = [min([ildl]) ;min([i%k])’ max([i1, j1]) ‘2* maX([izaJé])]

What (63) says is that, if the output of Local Formality Composition for a sentence
S is felicitous, it updates the global context, dynamically pushing it in the direction of the
formality contribution of S. As McCready (2019) notes, this approach allows the degree
of formality of a discourse to gradually shift as dialogue progresses.

Crucially, since Global Contextual Update gives us the average of the formality
degrees for each minimal S, when a gente and nos are in different sentences, the resulting
degree argument for the formal SM will not be the same narrow interval in Figure 4
(which is obtained by intersection), but the much broader interval in Figure 5. Since SM
degrees represent equivalence classes of contexts, this means that structures with non-
local AA between a gente and nos will be felicitous in a much broader range of situations
than those where there is local AA between a gente and nos. We assume that this is why
non-local AA is perceived as less marked/more acceptable than local AA variants.

6. Conclusion

This paper has offered an analysis of the agreement behavior of the first-person plural pro-
noun a gente in Brazilian Portuguese, a form whose grammatical properties have posed
challenges for existing theories. We argued that prior accounts, which posit multiple syn-
tactic structures corresponding to different agreement patterns triggered by a gente, make



Interpretable everywhere: Hybrid agreement in BP Isogloss 2025, 11(7)/17 33

Figure 5. Global Contextual Update with AA

A gente sabe que ele nos viu
formal(s,, (0,.8]) formal(s.,(0,1)) (formal(s.,[.7,1)),formal(s,, (0,1)))

\/

n = formal(s,, (0, .8]) n = formal(s,,[.7,1))

e

CXY = pta = formal(s,, (.35,.9))

incorrect predictions about the range of attested data, particularly in cases of agreement
mismatches involving verbal, predicative, and anaphoric targets.

Instead, we proposed that a gente is a true pronoun with a hybrid ¢-feature specifi-
cation: semantically interpretable INDEX features (¢') valued as 1PL, and morphophono-
logical CONCORD (¢°) features valued as 3SG. This distinction accounts not only for the
range of possible agreement targets but also for the grammatical asymmetries between
agreement types — particularly the fact that anaphoric agreement tracks INDEX features
exclusively. In our system, this follows from the fact that ¢' features take over the role
referential indices in the Binding Theory. We further argued that the reduced frequency
and low acceptability of agreement combinations involving overt 1PL morphology (e.g., a
gente + somos or nos) are best understood not as grammatical violations, but as outcomes
of social meaning composition. These combinations instantiate opposing register values,
which we modeled as conventional implicatures that constrain utterance contexts.

Beyond the empirical domain of Brazilian Portuguese, our findings carry broader
implications for the theory of ¢-features. The most immediate implication is that they
provide strong support for an articulated feature architecture in which ¢-features are
distributed across multiple dimensions (INDEX and CONCORD), with different syntac-
tic and interpretive roles. This layered representation allows agreement to be sensitive
to the demands of different targets, without requiring ad hoc or excessively restrictive
structural stipulations. It requires, however, abandoning the simple architecture where ¢-
features are modeled as unstructured sets of interpretable privative elements (Adger 2006;
Adger & Svenonius 2011; Collins & Stabler 2016). By contrast, the dual-feature system
we adopt assumes that feature structures can be recursive; i.e. a single set of ¢-features
can itself include other sets of features representing its ¢! and ¢© values. While more
complex, this architecture has also been independently argued to be necessary to capture
hybrid agreement phenomena in different languages (Adamson 2025; Kathol 1999; Smith
2021; Wechsler & Zlati¢ 2003; Wurmbrand 2017, i.a.).

Perhaps less obviously, our analysis also supports a reinterpretation of the Princi-
ple of Radical Interpretability, which is sometimes assumed in discussions about Agree:

(64) Principle of Radical Interpretability (Brody 1997; Pesetsky & Torrego 2007)
Each feature must receive a semantic interpretation in some syntactic location.

We showed that some features (INDEX features) constrain semantic interpretation
at the level of at-issue content — these are the features that are typically taken to be ‘inter-
pretable’. CONCORD features, in turn, primarily determine morphophonological realiza-
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tion — they are, therefore, good candidates for being ‘uninterpretable’ in every syntactic
location — especially when they do not coincide with a controller’s ¢' features.

However, we have also showed that even these typically uninterpretable features
(¢-features on tensed verbs, predicative heads, etc.) can be use-conditionally interpretable
— i.e. they can be used to convey social meanings about the speaker, the addressee, and
other context coordinates. In this sense, ¢C features are interpretable not in terms of at-
issue propositional content, but at the level of conventional implicature (Potts 2005).28
This is a consequence of the fact that any aspect of linguistic structure — including aspects
that do not have a ‘meaning’ in the at-issue sense — can be socially monitored in one way
or another (Bender 2007; Meyerhoff & Walker 2013; Robinson 2022, i.a.).

This observation weakens the motivation for theories that require uninterpretable
features to be deleted before transfer to the interfaces (cf. Chomsky 2000, 2001). If so-
called uninterpretable features can be interpretable at the CI level, the dichotomy between
interpretable and uninterpretable features becomes less stable. Our results suggest that in-
stead of classifying features by whether they contribute to at-issue interpretation, we could
classify them by the dimension of meaning they access: at-issue meaning, presupposition,
use-conditions, or some other interface. In this way, Interpretability-type principles can
reformulated not as constraints against the presence of uninterpretable features, but as a
conditions on the grammatical architecture: every feature must be potentially interpretable
somewhere — along some dimension of meaning. Perhaps all so-called ‘uninterpretable’
features can be interpretable only at non-at-issue dimensions of meaning like CI.?

Finally, we would like to note that our analysis also raises broader methodological
questions for grammatical theory. In particular, it provides another rationale for the view
that acceptability judgments cannot be immediately interpreted as diagnostics for gram-
matical well-formedness (Culicover et al. 2022). An expression that is grammatically
well-formed but specified with social meaning that is not fully felicitous in usual contexts
(e.g. the combination of a gente with overt 1PL agreement, in our analysis) can often be
indistinguishable from an expression that is ungrammatical in the narrow sense. That is,
the psychological response from naive speakers may be the same in both cases. Such
cases demonstrate that unacceptability can arise from problems at the level of register and
social meaning, rather than from violations of core grammatical principles.
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