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Abstract: Standard electronic mail does not permit normal accentuation. Supposing that accentuation by sec-
ondary means reflects an underlying linguistic need, this study investigates the amount of pseudo-accentua-
tion used and the types of marking most represented in Portuguese-language messages. Of 447 Internet
postings analyzed, 38% contain no diacritics; the remainder contain some marking, usually in word-final posi-
tion. Evidently, there exists a strongly felt need to mark accentuation where it is easy and attractive, and to
avoid ambiguity, as at word end. Users reject most other attempts at maintaining diacritics, but seek ways to

use standard spelling eventually.
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s one scans electronic mail mes-

sages in Portuguese, it becomes

obvious that there is a lack of
agreement among writers about how to
handle the inherent limitations of a writing
system that makes no provision for placing
accent marks and other diacritics above or
below regular letters. Portuguese-speaking
users of electronic mail, faced with a limited
character set designed for English, must
make adaptations in their writing, either
completely ignoring diacritics or attempting
to represent them. Thus, e-mail users are
engaged in carrying out “unofficial” spell-
ing reforms as they deal with acute, grave,
and circumflex accents, as well as cedillas,
tils and tremas. This process of adaptation
inspires almost constant debate on the
“Net” with trading of suggestions and opin-
ions on accentuation, as well as develop-
ment of software to ease the task. The pur-
pose of this study is to investigate the solu-
tions being used and to consider them in
relation to orthographic standards in gen-
eral and possible future developments both
of spelling and of computer enhancements.
The non-electronic world of Portuguese
writing is also debating official spelling re-
form, with an important international ac-
cord close to final approval. For both the e-
mail user and the conventional writer, the

interplay of phonological adequacy, tradi-
tion, graphic attractiveness, international
standardization, and ease of use are critical
factors. It is reasonable to ask, along with
an Internet user quoted in the Appendix,
whether using accent-less machines will
lead to permanent, eventually official, spell-
ing reform with greatly reduced accentua-
tion.

Portuguese Orthography

The official spelling of Portuguese goes
through frequent formal reform, with new
accords and legislation every few years.
This century, there have been important
reforms in 1911, 1931, 1943/45, 1971, as
well as a current one. The reform now in the
approval process is based on a 1986 pro-
posal negotiated internationally, with a re-
vised version approved by negotiators in
1990, and ratified in Portugal. (Castro, et al,
1987; Estrela, n.d.; Garcez, 1995). As of this
writing, the spelling reform bill is awaiting
the signature of Brazilian President
Fernando Henrique Cardoso, having been
approved by the Brazilian Senate on April
18, 1995.1

The main intent of recent reform efforts
has been to simplify writing (e.g., reduce
accent marks and “silent” letters) and to
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move closer to international standardiza-
tion. Both of these goals tend to reduce the
accuracy of graphemic/phonemic corre-
spondence and involve other serious com-
promises, producing considerable resis-
tance from many users.

Partly due to this resistance, an unin-
tended result of frequent spelling change is
the simultaneous use of several standards.
People of different ages may spell differ-
ently. For example, older writers may spell
quase and acticar as quasi and assucar and
put circumflexes on words like ele or este.
To help those who would keep up with cur-
rent standards, there exists in Brazil a
whole genre of popular spelling manuals
(e.g., Luft 1985, Hauy 1989).

The simultaneous existence of different
popular standards helps to create a degree
of tolerance for spelling variation, and sus-
tains those who, through ignorance, conve-
nience, or the sound of their own accents,
follow their own orthographic paths. Non-
standard or non-current spelling may show
up anywhere. Public signs, such as the ever-
present Bda Viagem ‘bon voyage’ on bus
doors with the spurious circumflex, con-
stantly remind one that spelling is far from
fixed in Brazil. Venerable institutions dare
make unilateral spelling reform, as when
the prestigious Folha de Sdo Paulo newspa-
per recently dropped the trema (Garcez,
1995, 175).

Writing and Diacritics

Some communications media offer a lim-
ited inventory of characters that forces
spelling modification, much as did all-upper-
case computer printers in the 1960s and
1970s. For Portuguese, the major problem
is a lack of the diacritics which accompany
virtually any written communication. In the
past, Portuguese speakers learned to deal
with restricted character sets, but in the
1990s a whole new world of non-accentable
writing has opened up: Electronic mail in
seven-bit ASCII on the Internet.

While writers of all “accented” languages
—Spanish, French, German, Italian, Nor-
wegian, etc.—may have to cope with elec-

tronic text standards that make no provision
for accents, developed by English-speaking
programmers and engineers, the challenge
seems to be more severe for Portuguese
than for some other languages: Portuguese
has more diacritics per word than other
widely used European languages. For com-
parison purposesa.quick survey of written
texts in four languages showed the follow-
ing numbers of diacritics per one hundred
words: German: 7; Spanish: 11; French: 14;
Portuguese: 16.2

Another indicator of the relative impor-
tance of accent marks in a language is what
happens in writing in all upper-case. French
omits accent marks on capitals (but keeps
the cedilla), Spanish usually omits them,
but Portuguese spelling requires their use.?
Using a standard typewriter to write in all-
upper-case requires constant downshifting
for those commonest of accents, the acute
and til, located in lower-case position.

Why does Portuguese use accents at all?
An ideal alphabetic writing system is a pho-
nemic representation. A language with an
inventory of phonemes greater than the
number of letters available either sacrifices
the ideal of unambiguous sound-symbol
correspondence or enhances the capabili-
ties of the alphabet. English uses digraphs
(th, ee, etc.), “silent letters” with diacritical
value (final -e, double consonants), plus
much tolerance for irregular spellings. Por-
tuguese uses a few digraphs (#h, ss, etc.),
but depends extensively on diacritics to
make its system close to phonemic. To omit
diacritics is to reduce the phonemic accu-
racy of Portuguese writing and greatly in-
crease ambiguity. The tolerance of ambigu-
ity is at the heart of virtually all debate over
spelling reform and accent usage in the lan-

guage.
Writing Portuguese by Machine

In spite of the newness of electronic mail,
adapting Portuguese to a non-accented key-
board is not a new phenomenon, as men-
tioned above. At the dawn of the electric
age, with the birth of the telegraph and its
thirty-six character Morse code (26 letters






