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1. Introduction
 

German has a complex system of plural formation that makes use of an unusually large number of 

plural allomorphs (Trommer 2021). The current paper investigates plural formation in a previously 

unexplored variety of the German Hunsrück dialect spoken in Misiones, Argentina. These heritage 

speakers (HSs) are descendants of speakers of a Hunsrück dialect spoken in Brazil. Thus, during its 

history this variety has been in competition with two majority languages, first Brazilian Portuguese and 

now Spanish.  

Heritage speakers are a multilingual population known to be heterogeneous (e.g., Polinsky 2008). 

The heterogeneity in language acquisition and usage stems from various factors. For example, heritage 

speakers acquire their heritage language as the first language. Due to the nature of being a heritage 

language, however, the acquisition of the language progresses differently than for monolingual speakers. 

The input HSs receive diverges from monolingual speakers in terms of quantity (the amount of input 

and number of different speakers) as well as quality of input (less variation due to fewer daily domains, 

e.g., little to no input from school). This in turn leads to more variation between the heritage speakers, 

who have all had different input conditions. In a similar vein, this makes it all the more difficult to 

establish a common baseline for the heritage speakers. Polinsky and Scontras (2020: 2) note that the 

baseline should ideally be the language received as the input by the HSs – and the quantity and quality 

of input varies from speaker to speaker.   

In addition to differences with respect to the input and the related difficulty of finding an appropriate 

baseline, bilingualism also plays a role for the variation observed for HSs, as they have to balance the 

two languages of their repertoire. It is a cognitive challenge to handle and maintain multiple grammars 

at once, which has direct consequences for heritage language production (e.g., Polinsky 2018). 

The consequences may include deviations from the baseline in plural formation and other aspects 

of inflectional morphology. In response to the conditions under which heritage speakers learn and use 

heritage languages, there is a tendency to overregularize morphological patterns. Heritage grammars 

often replace irregular forms with regular ones and thereby increase the transparency of the mapping 

between form and meaning. For example, heritage speakers of English may replace irregular past tense 

forms (e.g., bring – brought) with the regular past tense marking (e.g., *bringed) (Polinsky & Scontras 

2020). In addition to overregularization, absence of inflectional morphology is another characteristic of 

heritage languages. For example, the loss of nominal plural marking is common in heritage English (e.g., 

bike (sg.) = bike (pl.)) and may occur whether or not the dominant language of the speaker regularly 

marks the nominal plural (Polinsky 2018: ch.2; Polinsky & Scontras 2020: 5).  

In the current study, we look for evidence of overregularization and absence of inflectional 

morphology in Argentine Hunsrück German (hereafter: AHG) plural nouns. The paper is structured as 

follows: in the next section, we provide an overview of plural allomorphy in a continental variety of 

Hunsrück German, and the variety of Hunsrück German spoken in Brazil. Afterwards, we outline the 

history of the Hunsrück German community of Argentina. In §4, our study of AHG is presented, 

including its methodology and participants in the study. In §5, we present the results of the task 

performed by the participants. In §6, we discuss the results. Section 7 concludes the paper. 
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2. Previous work and research questions
 

 Previous work on plural formation in the continental variety spoken in Germany and the Brazilian 

variety of Hunsrück German provides the best available baseline for investigating plural formation in 

AHG. We acknowledge from the beginning that neither variety constitutes an ideal baseline for 

identifying and evaluating the grammatical changes in plural formation observed in AHG. As noted 

above, it is a challenge to find an appropriate baseline sans previous recording of the same language 

community. As we will show, comparison of heritage varieties with closely related varieties of the same 

language are helpful in identifying possible deviations and retentions in patterns of plural formation in 

AHG. 

German is notorious for its complex and opaque system of marking plurals with a large number of 

plural allomorphs. The nominal plural varies by choice of suffix (including the possibility of no suffix) 

and by the presence or absence of umlaut (the fronting of back and low vowels) (Trommer 2021; Wiese 

2000). In addition to these two parameters, the Hunsrück dialect of Horath (a West Central German 

dialect spoken in Germany) adds three more: consonant alternations, vowel quantity alternations, and 

tonal accent as shown in Table 1. Unlike many varieties of German, in Horath unmarked plural forms 

are rare and non-trochaic plural forms are common (Reuter 1989; Wiese 2009). Compare /’pas/ - /’pɛs/ 

‘passport, SG/PL’ in Horath versus Pass [pas] - Pässe [pɛsə] ‘passport, SG/PL’ in Standard German.  

 

Table 1: Plural allomorphy in the Hunsrück dialect of Horath (Reuter 1989: 143; see also Wiese 2009) 

  

 

alternations 

cons. 
vowel 

(umlaut) 
quantity accent 

cons. 

vowel 

vowel 

accent 

cons. 

vowel 

accent 

vowel 

quantity 

accent 

cons. 

vowel 

quantity 

accent 

before 

/-0/ 
— 

/’pas/- 

/’pɛs/ 

‘pass-

port, 

SG/PL’ 

— 

/’veːrt/- 

/ˇveːrt/ 

‘host, 

SG/PL’ 

— 

/’fal/-

/ˇfɛl/ 

‘fall, 

SG/PL’ 

/’kamp/- 

/ˇkɛm/ 

‘comb, 

SG/PL’ 

/’bum/- 

/ˇbaːm/ 

‘tree, 

SG/PL’ 

/’ʃuh/- 

/ˇʃou/ 

‘shoe, 

SG/PL’ 

before 

/-ər/ 

/’kent/- 

/’kenər/ 

‘child, 

SG/PL’ 

/’man/- 

/’mɛnər/ 

‘man, 

SG/PL’ 

/’prɛːt/- 

/’prɛdər/ 

‘board, 

SG/PL’ 

— 

/’lant/- 

/’lɛnər/ 

‘land, 

SG/PL’ 

— 

/’voːrt/- 

/ˇveːrər/ 

‘word, 

SG/PL’ 

/’zɛl/- 

/ˇzaːlər/ 

‘rope, 

SG/PL’ 

— 

before 

/-ən/ 

/’bint/- 

/’binən/ 

‘binding, 

SG/PL’ 

— — — — — — — — 

  

As shown in Table 2, the heritage variety of Hunsrück German spoken in Brazil has less plural 

allomorphy than the Hunsrück German variety spoken in Horath. While stem alternations in Horath may 

involve consonants, vowel quality, vowel quantity, and tonal accent, in Brazilian Hunsrück German 

(hereafter: BHG) there is only the vowel alternation known as umlaut. Unmarked plural forms are more 

common in BHG than in Horath. Compare schuh - schuh ‘shoe, SG/PL’ in BHG versus /’ʃuh/ - /ˇʃou/ 

‘shoe, SG/PL’ in Horath. Like Horath, BHG has three possible plural suffixes including a zero suffix and 

non-trochaic plural forms are frequent. Note that the plural suffixes -e and -a in BHG are cognate to

/-ən/ and /-ər/, respectively, in Horath. The suffix /-ər/ in Horath is realized as a vocalized r.  

Table 2: Plural allomorphy in BHG (Schaumloeffel 2003) 

 

Suffix No vowel alternation (no umlaut) Vowel alternation (umlaut) 

-∅ schuh - schuh ‘shoe, SG/PL’ bohm - behm ‘tree, SG/PL’ 

-e schul - schule ‘school, SG/PL’ — 

-a heft - hefta ‘notebook, SG/PL’ haus - haisa ‘house, SG/PL’ 
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 Plural formation of Brazilian Portuguese loanwords occurs in one of two ways in BHG. As shown 

in (1), the plural marker is either -s or -e without umlaut. The source of the -s plural marker is uncertain. 

While -s is the default plural marker in Standard German (Wiese 2009), Reuter (1989) does not record 

an -s plural in Horath. The presence of plural forms with -s suffixes in German dialects is often not 

documented, perhaps due to the lexical items typically elicited by German dialectologists (Wiese 2009: 

168 n.25). Brazilian Portuguese does form the plurals of the borrowed nouns with the -s suffix, but 

inflectional morphology is only infrequently borrowed (see Matras 2007 for discussion of 

borrowability).  

 

(1) Plural formation of Brazilian Portuguese loanwords in BHG 

 -e  trihla – trihle ‘path, SG/PL’ 

 -s amigo – amigos ‘friend, SG/PL’  

 

Previous research of heritage languages has found a tendency toward overregularization of 

inflectional morphology and a frequent lack of nominal plural marking even when nominal plural 

marking is obligatory in the speaker’s dominant language (see Polinsky 2018, ch. 5, and examples 

therein from heritage varieties of English, Russian, Polish, and Mayan). The studies of Hunsrück 

German surveyed here show that Hunsrück German in Horath has a rich plural allomorphy of greater 

complexity than is found in most German varieties. BHG, the heritage variety of Hunsrück German 

spoken in Brazil, shows a reduced—but still rich—plural allomorphy. While Wiese (2009) treats 

nominal plural marking as obligatory in Horath, unmarked nominal plurals are common in BHG.  

 

3. The Community 
 

The AHG community is descended from speakers of BHG, a Hunsrück German dialect spoken 

mainly in Rio Grande do Sul—the southernmost province of Brazil. The Brazilian imperial government 

founded four colonies at the beginning of the 19th century, with Rio Grande do Sul being one of them in 

1824. The goal of the colonization was to populate large uninhabited territories with “free white 

farmers”, who were to work the land, harvest various crops and produce food (Seyferth 1998: 131). As 

Seyferth (1998: 134) notes, the government even hired recruiting agents and incentivized the 

immigration to Brazil by gifting land to the farmers. Most of the immigrants came from the Hunsrück 

region of Germany (Maselko et al. 2014).  

Following WWI, many Germans of Rio Grande do Sul decided to leave Brazil for unpopulated land 

in Misiones, Argentina (Gallero 2012). They did so at the urging of colonizers; since Misiones was 

nearby and could be reached easily by crossing the Río Uruguay, this was an easy move to make. One 

of the first colonies founded was in the town of Puerto Rico, the place of residence of all the participants 

in the current study.  

Unfortunately, there is no established baseline for our data on the AHG. As noted in the introduction, 

the ideal baseline would be the input received. But as is not uncommon, neither previous recordings nor 

a database are available for the AHG speakers. Therefore, we presume the best available baseline for 

our comparative analysis to be the Brazilian Hunsrück variety as reported by Schaumloeffel (2003).  

 

4. The Study  
 

Our study focuses on the plural production of six AHG speakers of Puerto Rico, Misiones recorded 

in May 2019. The participants were born between 1936 and 1958 (avg. 1948). They were the only AHG 

speakers who participated in a project investigating German varieties spoken in Misiones. Their heritage 

language is Hunsrück, while their dominant language is the language of the larger society, Spanish. 

These speakers constitute thus a heritage language dyad that is rather rare and underresearched (Scontras 

& Putnam 2020).  Their first extensive exposure to Spanish came upon entering school. As Misiones is 

an area characterized by its immigrants of diverse backgrounds, contact with other languages is likely. 

In fact, our speakers reported in the language background questionnaire that there are other German 

varieties spoken in Puerto Rico and German is frequently used between them. However, contact to BHG 

is more limited to few speakers, usually relatives still living in Brazil. As a personal anecdote, all these 

speakers reported their German to be Platt, referring to the fact that it is dialectal German.  
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Based on previous research on inflectional morphology in heritage languages and studies of BHG, 

we make the following hypotheses and predictions: 

 

(2) Hypotheses 

A.  Inflectional morphology is vulnerable to overregularization in AHG. 

 B.  Nominal plural markings are vulnerable to loss in AHG. 

 

(3) Predictions 

 A.  Speakers of AHG will use only one plural allomorph productively. 

 B.  Nominal plural marking is not obligatory in AHG. 

 

For our current analysis, we use an experiment specifically aimed at the elicitation of plurals—the 

Wug Test (Gleason 1978). This task is essentially a picture-naming task of single and plural objects. 

After one of the author’s modeled the task, he showed a picture of a single object to the participant and 

named the object orally. Afterwards, he presented a picture of two instances of the same object, and then 

the participant orally identified what the two are called. This was repeated for twelve objects, which 

consisted of six real and six nonce words. The pictures of objects for the real words were taken from the 

International Picture Naming Project (IPNP) (Szekely et al. 2004).   

 

5. Data – Plural Formation in Argentine Hunsrück German   
 

The results of our experiment will be presented first globally by taking all results of the six speakers 

into consideration. In a follow-up analysis, the individual results are used to look at individual strategies 

for plural formation of nonce words. 

 

5.1. Results for real words  

 
The real words reveal a wide-spread use of plural markers—but also instances of zero plural 

marking. In contrast to Schaumloeffel (2003), we additionally find the plural marker -en, but we do not 

find the plural suffix -a with vowel alternation, which could be due to the fact that all of our target items 

lacked back vowels. The most common strategies are -e and, surprisingly, -en; -en was not one of the 

plural allomorphs in BHG reported by Schaumloeffel (2003). Table 3 summarizes the results for real 

words. 

 

Table 3: Wug Test results of the six real words (Drache, Kamel, Apfel, Vergrößerungsglas, Mann, 

Bube).  

Suffix 
No vowel alternation 

(no umlaut) 
Vowel alternation (umlaut)

-∅ 19% (e.g., Apfel – Apfel) 0% 

-e 0% 28% (e.g., Apfel – Äppele) 

-a 25% 0% 

-s 0% 0% 

-en 0% 25% 

Other 3% 

 

5.2. Results for nonce words 

 
The heart of the Wug Test are the results of the nonce words, since the productive plural marking 

strategies can surface. Despite the limited data, we witness various strategies of plural formation for 

nonce words, as seen in Table 4. 

14



Table 4: Wug Test results of six nonce words (Dug, Gacht, Kaus, Puch, Tort, Budent) 

 

Suffix 
No vowel alternation 

(no umlaut) 
Vowel alternation (umlaut) 

-∅ 30% 0% 

-e 39% 0% 

-a 0% 5% 

-s 3% 0% 

-en 22% 0% 

Other 0% 

Similar to the real words, -e remains the most productive plural marking. Importantly, zero marking 

is one of the most productive as well. However, zero plural marking could also indicate lack of awareness 

of different plural markers; in §5.3 we discuss the strategies of individual speakers for plural formation. 

The -en plural is a plural marker for the home dialect spoken in Germany, which is preserved in AHG – 

yet lost in BHG.  

In sum, different plural morphemes are employed by the heritage Hunsrück speakers in the Wug 

Test. However, as noted above, the aggregated results mask patterns of plural formation for individual 

speakers. That is not surprising, since it is well-established that HSs form a heterogeneous bilingual 

population. Therefore, it is imperative to investigate whether individual speakers employ multiple 

different strategies for plural formation, which is the focus of §5.3. 

 

5.3. Individual strategies for plural formation 

 
For this section, we focus only on the nonce words to determine which plural allomorphs are 

productive. The six speakers in the current analysis pattern differently overall, but there are also clusters 

of speakers. In particular, Speakers 3 & 5 pattern alike in that they both employ -e five times and -a + 

vowel alternation once. Likewise, Speakers 15 & 19 opt for the zero-plural marking almost exclusively, 

which suggests that this is their default plural candidate. Speakers 17 & 18 both opt for -e as well as -en 

as their plural markers, though to varying degrees. 

 

Table 5: Individual Wug Test results of nonce words 

 

Speaker -e 

-a + 

vowel 

alternation 

-∅ -s -en 

3 5 1 - - - 

5 5 1 - - - 

15 - - 5 1 - 

17 3 - - - 3 

18 1 - - - 5 

19 - - 6 - - 

 

6. Discussion 
 

Our first prediction stated that speakers would use only one plural allomorph productively. This 

prediction proved to be false. No speaker used only one nominal plural marking for all nonce words. As 

a group, the speakers in this study used four different nominal plural markings for both real and nonce 

words. There were also instances of no nominal plural marking for both real and nonce words. The 

individual results reveal tendencies that are not clear from the aggregated results. Speaker 19 never used 

a nominal plural marking; Speaker 15 used no nominal plural marking for five of the six nonce words. 

The remaining four speakers all used two different plural markers for nonce words, though with different 
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preferences, as seen in Table 5. Two speakers used -e for five of the nonce words. Another speaker used 

-en for five of the nonce words. The most frequently used plural marker, -e, accounted for 39% of the 

tokens, but only four of the six speakers opted for it. Those four speakers (3, 5, 17 & 18) also always 

mark the plural. The plural marker -e is also used productively in BHG for Portuguese loanwords. 

Our second prediction stated that plural marking would not be obligatory in AHG. This prediction 

proved to be true for two speakers. Speakers 15 & 19 were the only speakers to produce zero plurals in 

this study, and they did so for both real and nonce words. As mentioned above, absence of nominal 

plural marking is common among heritage speakers, and the presence or absence of nominal plural 

marking for a given form can be highly variable for an individual speaker. The absence of nominal plural 

marking for these two speakers could be the result of various factors, such as language attrition, or 

language contact with Spanish. For example, Speaker 15 employs the plural marker -s on one occasion 

(i.e., Gachts). The plural marker -s is attested neither in the Hunsrück variety spoken in Horath nor in 

BHG for native vocabulary. In contrast, the default plural marker for Spanish is -s (or -es after 

consonants). Speaker 19 shows an even more drastic picture with a complete loss of nominal plural 

markings – all of his plurals are zero plurals. The remaining four speakers used nominal plural markings 

for all real and nonce words. This suggests the possibility that obligatory nominal plural marking may 

vary with the grammar of individual speakers.  

The plural allomorphs used by AHG speakers also differ from those reported for BHG by 

Schaumloeffel (2003). The suffix -en was used as a plural marker by four speakers for real words and 

by two speakers for nonce words. The plural marker -en is found by Reuter (1989) in Horath Hunsrück 

German, but not by Schaumloeffel in BHG (2003), who reports the use of -e, which appears to be cognate 

to the -en plural marker in Horath. It is possible that the plural marker -(e)n was still in use in BHG 

during the 1920s, when a group of Hunsrück speakers left Brazil and settled in Argentina, and that the 

use of -(e)n as a plural marker has been preserved in AHG.   

We also note that we found the use of -e with umlaut in AHG by three speakers for the plural form 

Äppele ‘apples’. This is notable for two reasons.  First, it shows that in AHG—as in BHG and Horath 

—there is no constraint or rule requiring that plural forms be trochaic. In fact, West Central German 

dialects with non-trochaic plural forms are quite common (Wiese 2009: 155-162), so this finding is not 

surprising. Second, the plural allomorph of -e with umlaut appears to be an innovation in AHG as it is 

not reported in either Horath or BHG. Thus, in AHG we find evidence of innovative plural formation 

using a novel combination of a suffix with umlaut in addition to the retention of plural allomorphs lost 

in BHG (see Bousquette & Putnam 2020 for a discussion of morphological complexity and innovations 

in moribund heritage grammars).  

A limitation of the study was the small number of real and nonce words used in the Wug Test. In 

future work, it would be useful to control for phonological shape and gender of the elicited words in 

order to gain a better sense of any underlying regularities in the choice of different plural allomorphs. 

Another limitation was the lack of a true baseline. We have no way to directly ascertain the grammar of 

the input variety of Hunsrück at the time that the speakers in this study acquired the language. Despite 

these limitations, comparison with closely related varieties of Hunsrück German—BHG and the 

continental variety spoken in Horath—facilitates the identification of innovations and retentions in 

AHG. 

 

7. Conclusion  
 

This study provides a first look at plural marking in AHG and the variation that comes with it. We 

elicited plural forms for six real and six nonce words from six AHG speakers using the Wug Test. We 

predicted that individual speakers would use only one plural allomorph productively and that absence 

of nominal plural marking would be common. Our results showed, however, that four of the six speakers 

always used plural markings and used two plural allomorphs productively. There was also variation 

among the speakers in the choice and relative frequency of the different plural allomorphs. Two speakers 

employed the allomorphs -a with vowel alternation and -e, and two speakers used -e and -en. In line 

with previous work on HSs, our preliminary study revealed that plural marking becomes optional for a 

subset of speakers. One speaker never marked the plural for nonce words. Such variation is not out of 

the ordinary, however, since HSs are a population of bilinguals known to be highly heterogenous due to 
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differences in quantity and quality of input. In the words of Polinsky (2018: 5), “Bilinguals are not all 

alike.”  

One difficulty in investigating heritage languages is the establishment of a baseline. That is also the 

case for this study. However, by comparing AHG with closely related varieties (BHG and Horath 

Hunsrück German), we can identify innovations and retentions in the development of the grammar. The 

presence of non-trochaic plural forms in AHG is clearly not an innovation since non-trochaic plural 

forms are also found in BHG and Horath Hunsrück German. The use of the -en plural allomorph may 

be a retention in AHG from Horath Hunsrück German that was lost in BHG subsequent to the movement 

of Hunsrück German speakers from Brazil to Argentina in the 1920s. The use of the ‑e plural suffix with 

umlaut in AHG appears to be an innovation since it is not found in BHG or Horath. Future work is 

needed to ascertain the extent of variation in plural formation and any regularities that underlie the choice 

of plural allomorph in AHG.  
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