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Abstract  The nominal group (NG), in both English and Portuguese, has substantial differences in relation to the order of 
its constituents. So the comparison of such constituents can shed some light on the issue. We have examined the constituents 
of the NG in English and their translations into Portuguese in terms of: (a) function, as well as (b) their occurrence order in 
both languages. As an example, one can realize the Portuguese translation of the following NG: (1) generalizable (2) model  
(3) of clause and (4) sentence (5) structure, into current Portuguese as “(2) modelo (1) generalizável (5) da estrutura (3) de 
oração e (4) da sentença” shows that the order of its constituents in both languages differs considerably. The consideration of 
the semantic/discursive structure involved in it – and not just its morphosyntactic structure – can help us to cope with 
difficulties such translations can cause. 
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1. Introduction 
In this paper we intend to examine the nominal group 

(NG)1 – structure formed by the noun and its modifiers – in 
both English and Portuguese, by comparing the functions of 
its constituents, and the order of occurrence of these 
elements in both languages. As an example, the translation 
into Portuguese of the NG: “generalizable model of clause 
and sentence structure” into “modelo  ene a     e  da 
estrutura de orac    e da sentenc a” shows that the order of its 
constituents differs considerably from one language to the 
other. Due to such difference, a number of other translations 
as the translation of “mental knowledge structure” into 
Portuguese also led to a dilemma: what would the best 
translation of this NG be? “estrutura de conhecimento 
mental” or “estrutura mental de conhecimento”, since 
Portuguese allows both translations? This type of uncertainty 
has already happened with the translation of “critical 
discourse analysis”, which some prefer to translate as 
“análise do discurso crítica”, while others uphold the 
“análise crítica do discurso” translation. This issue was 
addressed by Magalhães (2004/2005). In this sense, Fries 
(2001) asserts that every linguist agrees with the fact that the  
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NG in English constitutes a complex construction. Perini 

(1986, p.38) corroborates such idea in relation to the NG in 
Portuguese, stating that “the constitution of the noun phrase 
is very complex.” 

Researchers have been examining such aspect, viz., the 
identification of functions performed by each modifier in 
relation to the head of the NG in both English and in 
Portuguese, and their order within the group. Regarding 
English, we can mention Huddleston (1984), Quirk et al 
(1985), Gregory and Asp (1985), Radford (1988), Bathia 
(1993), Fries (2001), Bruti (2003), Halliday (1994), and 
Halliday and Matthiessen (2004). About Portuguese, Ca mara 
Jr. (1979), Tarallo (1994), Borba (1996), Kato (1988), Neves 
(2000), Silva and Dalla Pria (2001), Monte (2006), among 
others. 

According to Halliday; Matthiessen (2004), the NG is 
often equivalent to a complex word – that is, a constructed 
combination of words based upon a specific logical 
relationship. Thus, when interpreting the structure of a NG, it 
is paramount to consider its meaning as a triple organization 
– experience, evaluation and language – as the expression of 
certain logical relations, viz., the order in which the 
constituents remain in the NG.  

In this context, Silva (2008), examining structures with 
two adjectives in both Portuguese and English, proposes the 
choice of syntactic-semantic and discursive principles to 
explain the placement of the modifier with respect to the 
noun in this type of structure. In short, it’s the interaction 
between discourse and semantic-syntactic features of 
adjectives that foreordain their position within the NG. 
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Following this reasoning, a path to be followed by those 
who want to establish the order of modifiers in relation to the 
headnoun in NGs of both languages would depend on the 
examination of the correspondence between the syntactic 
and discursive functions performed by the modifiers within 
the NG in order to be able to check patterns of difference and 
standardization of the NG’s constituent order in both 
languages. 

Our overarching goal in this paper is to establish criteria 
for the order of NG constituents in both English and 
Portuguese, based on their syntactic-semantic-discursive 
functions and examine the NG translation variations from 
English into Portuguese. The research should answer the 
following questions: (a) What are the roles and functions of 
the NG constituents in English and Portuguese? (b) What is 
the order of the constituents in the English and Portuguese 
NGs? 

2. Theoretical Framework 
In order to bring up the criteria that rules the order of the 

NG constituents in both languages, we will deepen our 
understanding about: (i) the notion of group, as a level below 
the clause; and (ii) some proposals regarding the order of 
constituents in the NG structure in both English and 
Portuguese. 

2.1. The Nominal Group 
Below the level of the clause, and as part of its constitution, 

lies the group, according to Halliday (1994), a class 
composed by nouns, verbs and adverbs (nominal, verbal and 
adverbial groups respectively) performing different 
functions in such structure.  

Biber and Gray (2011), analyzing historical development 
of nouns as nominal premodifiers and prepositional phrases 
as nominal postmodifiers, found that dramatic change in the 
use for these structures occurred in the second half of the 
twentieth century, when three-noun (e.g. air force machines) 
and four-noun (e.g. life table survival curves) sequences 
became more frequent to a point “this extension seems to be 
continuing up to the present time”. (Biber & Gray, 2011: 
240). 

From a Western grammatical tradition, the group was not 
recognized as a separate structural unit, and clauses were 
analyzed directly through its words. It turns out that, 

according to most authors, the model “clauses through words” 
is inappropriate because it overlooks several important 
aspects of meanings involved in communication.  

For Halliday and Matthiessen the group somehow is 
equivalent to a word complex, that is, a combination of 
words built up of the basis of a particular logical relation. 
Distinguishing between a phrase and a group, Halliday and 
Matthiessen state that a phrase is different from a group in 
that, whereas a group is an expansion of a word, a phrase is a 
contraction of a clause. For example, 

(1)  A red rose (group) 
(2)  With a long nose (phrase = a reduction of the clause 

“that has a long nose”). 
We have chosen to analyze the constituents of the NGs in 

English and in Portuguese as the order of the constituents 
differ considerably in both languages, causing difficulties for 
speakers of Portuguese who are learning English and 
vice-versa. 

The analysis of the NG, from the perspective of 
Systemic-Functional Linguistics (SFL) (Halliday, 1994; 
Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004) considers the meanings or 
metafunctions of its constituents, which are: Ideational, 
Interpersonal and Textual. As in the Ideational metafunction, 
for example, Banks (2008: 124) conceives that 
nominalizations have increased in use historically, mainly in 
physical and biological science, to refer to “material 
processes” (e.g. separation emergence). He sees mental and 
verbal processes as also important, which reveals how SFL 
framework can add clarification to the research of the NG 
construction and use. Let us examine this organization, in the 
example suggested by Halliday and Mathiessen (2004): 

(1) those two splendid old electric trains with 
pantographs. 

This NG contains a noun – trains – preceded and followed 
by several items that characterize it in some way. This occurs 
in a certain sequence, which is fixed in most cases, according 
to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004). We can interpret this 
NG as an Ideational, Interpersonal and Textual framework, 
which, taken as a whole, has the function of specifying: (i) a 
class of things (trains); (ii) a constituent category within the 
class (those, two, splendid, old, electric, with pantographs); 
(iii) and the sequence of these constituents in the NG, 
respectively. Chart 1 shows the types and the sequence of 
constituents in the NG in English, as proposed by Halliday 
(Idem). 

Chart 1.  The structure of the Nominal Group 

Those two splendid old electric TRAINS with pantographs 

deictic numerative subjective epithet objective epithet classifier noun  headword quantifier 

                Source: Halliday & Matthiessen (2004) 

Chart 1 presents the analysis of the NG - (1) “Those two 
splendid old electric trains with pantographs” - with the head 
and its modifiers. 

We must add here that in Chart 2, below, we can notice 
that the categories of Interpersonal Epithet, Ideational 

Epithet, Classifier and Qualifier would all be classified as 
adnominal adjuncts in syntactic terms in accordance with 
traditional grammar, which is markedly morphosyntatic. The 
first three ones are usually realized by adjectives, and the last 
one by a prepositional phrase. 
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Chart 2.  The structure of the Nominal Group 

splendid old electric TRAINS with 
pantographs 

Interpersonal 
Epithet 

Ideational 
Epithet Classifier Headword Qualifier 

The semantic analysis above has its correspondent in syntactic terms: 

adnominal 
adjunct 

adnominal 
adjunct 

adnominal 
adjunct noun adnominal 

adjunct2 

 Source: Adapted from Halliday & Matthiessen (2004) 

According to the authors, however, each of these 
morphosyntactic elements has a semantic function: 
Interpersonal Epithets, with subjective evaluation (author's 
attitude); Ideational Epithet, objective evaluation (product 
quality); Classifier, indicating of subclass of the headnoun; 
and Qualifier, in general, a relative clause reduced to an 
adjective or a prepositional phrase. Thus, these elements are 
"terms within different systems of the network of systems" 
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 312). 

The categorization within a class is expressed, in the 
words of Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), by one or more 
functional elements in English: (i) Pre-Head (PreH) of the 
NG: Deictic, Numerative, Epithet and Classifier; and (ii) 
Post-Head (PostH) of the NG – the Qualifier.  

Next, we will examine the function of PreHs and PostHs 
in English, according to Halliday; Matthiessen (Idem). In our 
analysis, the Deictic and the Numerative will be left aside, 
since they do not represent issues to NG translations; 
likewise, the Qualifier that keeps the position in the PostHs 
when translated. 
x  The Deictic performs to specify the head. 
x  The Numerative reveals the quantity or order, which 

can be exact (e.g., cardinal and ordinal numbers) or 
indefinable (e.g., many, successive). 

x  The Epithet expresses some sort of quality for the head, 
which can be an objective feature (Ideational) of the 
head or the expression of subjective attitudes 
(Interpersonal) of the speaker in relation to it. There is, 
however, a thick line between these two Epithets: (i) the 
Ideational ones are potentially defining, unlike the 
Interpersonal ones; (ii) Interpersonal Epithets tend to 
precede the Ideational ones, ordering from the less to a 
more permanent (“a new red ball” and not “a red new 
ball”); (iii) the Interpersonal ones tend to be reinforced 
by other words (e.g. horrible, ugly, great). 

x  The Classifier signals a particular subclass of the head 
(e.g., electric trains, passenger trains, toy trains). The 
same word can function as Epithet or Classifier (e.g., 
‘fast trains’ can mean ‘trains that are fast’ (Epithet) or 
trains classified as ‘express’ (Classifier). The sequence 
head + Classifier can be so closely connected that it is 
very similar to a compound noun (e.g., chemistry set, 
building set), indicating an element progression with 

                                                             
2 Rank-shifted, which is equivalent to a clause reduced to a term of a clause. 
(HALLIDAY, 1994). 

potential specification, from the maximum to the 
minimum. The Classifiers do not allow degrees of 
comparison or intensity (we normally don’t say “a more 
electric train” or “very electric train”). 

x  The Qualifier is a PostH modifier and, unlike the others, 
is a prepositional phrase or clause. According to the 
authors, the Qualifiers are clauses reduced to terms of a 
clause, with rare exceptions. 

(2) Guinness, who knighted in 1959, had a long film 
partnership with director David Lean. 

(3) The course of military endeavors is very close. 
(4) Do you read any English novelists who seems to you 

Kafkaesque? 
In reference to the NG constituents sequence, the Chart 3 

(below) presents the NG structure according to Halliday and 
Matthiessen, with two progressive setups of Modifiers (one 
for PreHs, and another for PostHs), each one ultimately 
depending on the head. 

Chart 3.  Logical Structure of NGs 

Modifier Head Modifier 

m  o 

ε γ β α β 

Splendid old electric TRAINS with pantographs 

  Source: Adapted from Halliday & Matthiessen (2004) 

In Chart 3, the Greek letters illustrate the dependency 
relationship in which β depends on α and γ depends on β, and 
so on, according to the authors. In that event, one proceeds 
with the quantitative characterization, near the Deictic (e.g., 
“three balls”); followed by various qualitative features (e.g., 
“new balls”), ending with the class indicator, more 
permanent (e.g., “tennis ball”). In this case, there is more 
than one qualitative feature, the tendency is, again, moving 
from the less to the more permanent (e.g., “a new tennis ball”, 
and not “a tennis new ball”). 

Other scholars have a different view of NGs, as follows. 

2.1.1. Some Proposals on the NG Structure in English 

In a study of 2003, Bruti considers the Quantifiers and 
Deictics that select and particularize the NG head with 
reference to the context of situation, in English, as being 
followed by items that describe and classify their more 
permanent features. Some of these words describe objective 
qualities (e.g., naked, human), while others are subjective 
and represent the attitude of the writer (e.g., horrible); 
however, the difference between the subjective and objective 
information does not always arrive at a clear reasoning. 
These words – oftentimes the adjectives – referred to as 
Epithets, are usually found on a pair-sequence form (e.g., 
“the smooth, foamless sea”), admitting they can even amount 
to a sequence of five. 

Moreover, the author puts forward some rules governing 
the order of Epithets: (i) size attributes, age, shape and color 
tend to follow this exact order in English (e.g., “a large, 
modern, rectangular, black box”); (ii) short adjectives tend to 
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precede the long ones (e.g., “a small, lovely, well-kept 
garden”); (iii) well-known words are placed before the less 
common ones (e.g., “a peculiar ante-diluvian monster”); (iv) 
the most striking of a number of adjectives tends to be placed 
at the end (e.g., “a sudden, loud, ear-splitting crash”). 

Others do not describe any quality, however indicate a 
subclass of the referent (e.g., “human life”), and are named 
Classifiers. These restrict the entity to a subclass, relating it 
to another entity (e.g., “army officers”, “football club”). The 
Classifiers are performed from the general to the specific 
(e.g., “newspaper advertisement agency employees”). 

Unlike Classifiers, Qualifiers are all PostH (Bruti, 2003), 
and serve to define and describe the head a little farther than 
PreH elements do. Qualifiers add temporary and extrinsic 
type of information, while PreH constituents are inherent and 

relatively permanent. That said, this modifier is not an 
absolutely necessary element to the NG. 

Radford (1988) accounted for distinguishing adnominal 
adjuncts from the nominal complement within the modifiers 
category, based on the fact that the complement is always 
“closer” to the head than the adjuncts. Compare: 

 
(5) a student    of physics         with long hair  
              (complement   +    adjunct ) 
(6) *a student  with long hair       of physics  
                 (adjunt      +   complement) 
 
Chart 4 sums up the classification of the aforementioned 

authors. 

Chart 4.  The structure of the Nominal Group 

 PreH HEAD PostH 

Halliday; Matthiessen (2004) Interpersonal Ideational Classifier 
noun 

 
 
 
 
 

Qualifier 

Bruti (2003) Subjective Objective Classifier Qualifier 

Radford (1988) Distinguishes the adnominal adjuncts from the nominal complement 

 

Quirk et al (1985) Central PostH PreH 

Gleason (1961) Specifier Descriptor  

Gregory apud Fries et al (1985) Epithet 

Huddleston (1984) Modifier 

   Source: Saparas & Ikeda (2012) 

Chart 4 shows the trend in refining the characterization of 
NGs throughout time. Thus, we see that Halliday; 
Matthiessen, Bruti and Quirk et al., albeit with different 
purposes, distinguish three types of modifiers. Bruti 
mentions the qualifier but believes that this constituent is not 
essential to the NG. In fact, except for Halliday and 
Matthiessen and Bruti, the others do not mention the 
Qualifier. 

Gleason does not mention the Classifier; Gregory, as well 
as Huddleton, do not distinguish the different modifiers. 
Radford sets adnominal adjuncts and complements off from 
the modifiers. Fries (2001) describes some proposals on 
PreH and PostH (Gleason, 1961; Gregory apud Fries et al, 
1985; Quirk et al., 1985; Huddleston, 1984 apud Fries, 
2001). 

According to Rush (1998), it’s important to shed light on 
the PreH and PostH order. For example, semantic shifts can 
happen by substituting one for another in translations into 
Portuguese because of the different semantic functions of 
PreH and PostH.  

In this context, Bhatia (1991) refers to the relation 
between NGs and the speech genres in which they occur. The 
author, examining the NGs in professional genres, such as 
advertising, scientific research and legislative texts, suggests 
that NGs are markedly different, not only in their syntactic 
form, but also in their rhetoric function. 

Thus, the author continues, since one of the main concerns 
of advertising is to offer a positive assessment of the 
products or services advertised, and NGs are seen as bearers 

of adjectives. There is, according to the author, 
above-the-average probability of occurrences of these 
modifiers in these genres. Bhatia (1991) provides the 
following example, outlined in Chart 5. 

(7) The world's smallest and lightest digital 
CAMCORDER that's also a digital camera. 

Chart 5.  The NGs in advertising 

(Determiner) (Epithet) (Epithet) ... HEAD (Qualifier) 

     Source: Bathia (1991) 

Differently, the NGs in written academic genres, 
especially in science, are used to create and develop 
technical concepts. These NGs have a structure in which 
their modifiers are performed by a number of nouns working 
as Classifiers, and with occasional use of adjectives. 

Example 8 is a prototypical case, according to Bhatia 
(1993: 149), where both “nozzle gas ejection” and “space 
ship altitude” are Classifiers made up by nouns. 

(8) Nozzle gas ejection space ship altitude CONTROL. 

Chart 6.  The NGs in research paper 

(Classifier) (Classifier) ... HEAD (Qualifier) 

         Source: Bathia (1991) 

2.1.2. Some Proposals on the NGs Construction in 
Portuguese 

In a similar way in English, in Portuguese, NG differences 
are not limited to the order of modifiers, but also to its 
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definition. Therefore, Neves (2000) states that adjectives can 
be Qualifiers and Classifiers. 

Silva and Dalla Pria (2001) propose the following 
syntactic-semantic categorization for adjectives in attributive 
position: determining adjectives, evaluative adjectives and 
classifiers. 

Monte (2006), in turn, has classified adjectives in 
Portuguese into three categories: Qualifiers, Classifiers 
(preposition + noun, i.e. adjective phrase) and Events 
(related to the participles of verbs). 

Câmara Jr. (1975) asserts that there are two implicit 
factors that establish the placement of attributives in relation 
to the noun they modify: one is the grammatical order, which 
is fixed, and the other is free, and is related to the NG 
constituents order. 

From a general perspective, there is a consensus regarding 
the distinction between qualifying adjectives and classifying 
adjectives. Next, we aim to discuss what is some authors’ 
stances with reference to the semantic functions of PreH and 
PostH modifiers. 
2.1.2.1 PreHs: Pre-modifiers of the Nominal Group 

According to Tarallo (1994), more than attitudinal, the 
PreH position is a stylistic resource in literary texts. 

On the other hand, Neves (2000) sees the PreH Qualifiers 
as appreciative as well as gradual and intensifying, and 
expressing both semantic values of modalization (epistemic 
and deontic) and evaluation (intensification, mitigation and 
definition). 

Silva and Dalla Pria (2001) agree that the adjectives in 
PreH position are attitudinal, ipso facto, they encode the 
speaker’s view: with PreH adjectives, the noun is taken by 
the characteristics of adjectives, i.e., the attribute becomes 
inherent to the noun. Accordingly, these adjectives are used 
as extensions of nouns, unlike PostH evaluative adjectives. 
In this sense, Kato (1988) claims that the few adjectives 
occurring in PreH positon are attitudinal adjectives that 
encode the speaker's position. 

As for Borba (1996), Qualifiers, as a way of conceiving 
the world (assess, evaluate, judge), can take place in two 
positions, PreH and PostH, with several types of semantic 
implications. Monte (2006), otherwise, considers that only 
the qualifying adjectives can happen in PreH position. 
2.1.2.2 PostHs: Post-modifiers of the Nominal Group 

In his studies, Tarallo (1994) found the PostHs as the most 
common order in Portuguese (less marked) because they 
perform the basic functional principle of the system: the 
maximum information value should be at the end of nominal 
predicates (heads). For Neves (2000), PostHs have 
descriptive value. 

Silva and Dalla Pria (2001) point out that the PostH 
adjectives determine a subgroup for the designated group by 
the noun, and express features with descriptive function. 
Evaluative adjectives are used in dependence with a 

subjective evaluation and they can occur in PreHs or PostHs, 
in other words, it can be concluded that evaluative modifiers 
also take place in post-head position. According to the 
authors (Idem), classifying adjectives do not express 
characteristics. Yet, they only relate entities, classifying 
them. 

Borba (1996) argues that classifiers, the ones functioning 
to relate entities, are always PostHs; and for Ca mara Jr. 
(1979), PostHs are denotative while PreHs are connotative. 

Monte (2006) states that PostHs are the likely position of 
adjectives in Portuguese. As stated by the author, it may be 
affirmed that not every qualifying adjective admits PreHs; 
however, all the prefixed ones admit the PostH position. 

PreH modifiers usually account for the author’s position 
connected to the assessment of the noun, while PostHs cling 
to the description of the intrinsic function of the named 
object. Moreover, the term “Qualifier” refers to the epithet in 
a SFL perspective, since the Qualifier, according to SFL, 
normally occurs in PostH positions, in both English and 
Portuguese – and it is not a PreH modifier, as shown in Chart 
7 by several authors. 

Chart 7.  The NGs in research papers 

Author(s) PreH HEAD PostH 

Monte (2006) Qualifier 

NOUN 

Classifier 

Silva & D. Pria 
(2001) Evaluative Classifier 

Neves (2000) Qualifier Classifier 

 

Author(s) PreH meaning 

NOUN 

PostH meaning 

Monte (2006) Qualifier More common 

Silva & D.Pria 
(2001) Attitudinal Descriptive 

Neves (2000) Modalization and 
Evaluation Descriptive 

Kato (1988) Attitudinal /// 

Tarallo (1994) Stylistic resource More common 

Ca mara Jr. (1979) Connotative Denotative 

Source: Saparas & Ikeda (2013)  

Next, we present the proposal of Silva (2008) that extend 
the discursive dimension to NG studies. 

2.2. Discursive Dimension 
Silva (2008), when studying the nominal head in 

Portuguese, stated that the adjectival modification zones 
could be: determining, evaluative and classificatory. Except 
for the determining zone, which always remains prefixed to 
the noun, and the classifiers, which occur in a postponed 
position, Silva considers that the moving flexibility of 
adjectives within the phrase in Portuguese is due to 
evaluative epithets: postponed and prefixed, as shown in 
Chart 8 (in bold). 
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Chart 8.  Syntactical zones of adjectival modification to the Portuguese 

Determiner Evaluative Noun + Classifier Evaluative 

 Source: Silva (2008) 

Many grammarians and linguists have been studying the 
explanation for the reasons of the movement within nominal 
groups with only one adjective, continues Silva. Both 
syntagmatic structures exist in Portuguese, and throughout 
the transformation of this type of language, one of the 
structures has always outnumbered the other in occurrence. 

Currently, the postposition of the adjective prevails (Cohen, 
1979; Silva & Dalla Pria, 2001, 2002) with different 
explanations for such fact. 

Silva (2004, p. 33) analyzes the occurrence of phrases 
with just one adjective in 16 prose publications of Brazilian 
literary schools (romanticism, realistic-naturalism, 
pre-modernism, modernism and postmodernism). Data 
reveals an increasing reduction of prepositional occurrences 
throughout the paragraphs, as represented in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Number of Pre and Post positioning in Brazilian Literary Schools 

Position Category Romanticism Realistic-naturalism Pre-modernism Modernism and 
Postmodernism 

Pre 
Evaluative 40,8% 35,2% 31,0% 15,2% 

Determining 6,0% 7,5% 6,3% 3,6% 

Post 
Evaluative 36,5% 46,3% 49,1% 70,6% 

Classificatory 16,7% 11,0% 13,6% 20,6 

 Source: Silva (2004) 

In regard to NGs with two adjectives in addition to the 
noun, and with reference to the adjectival modification zones 
in Portuguese that can be: determining, evaluative and 
classificatory (see Chart 7), Silva (2008) says that these three 
previous areas enable us to formulate 10 NGs, which explain 
the possible syntactic-semantic categorizations for the 
adjective, as presented in Chart 9. 

Chart 9.  The NGs in research paper 

1 Determinative NOUN Evaluative 

2 Determinative Evaluative NOUN 

3 Determinative NOUN Classifier 

4 Evaluative NOUN Evaluative 

5 Evaluative NOUN Classifier 

6 NOUN Classifier Evaluative 

7 NOUN Classifier Classifier 

8 NOUN Evaluative Evaluative 

9 Evaluative Evaluative NOUN 

10 Determinative Determinative NOUN 

   Source: Silva (2008) 

Setting aside the determining positions (always PreH both 
in English and in Portuguese) and the Classifier (always 
PreH in English and PostH in Portuguese – zones 3, 5, 10), 
zones 1 and 2, with respect to the evaluative adjective, refer 
to the PreH position in English and the PostH in Portuguese 
(see Table 1). 

As for the zones in Chart 9, Silva analyzes: (a) Zone 4 – 
the position of the evaluation depends on the speaker and the 
statement discursive context (e.g., “big juicy kiss” or “juicy 
big kiss”); the same explanation covers zone 6 (e.g. “noisy 
radio station” or “radio station noisy”). It’s noted that in 6 the 
classifier is always next to the name; (b) Zone 7 – in the case 
of two classifiers, the argumentative, which is a subject 

complement (e.g. “sensitive to environmental damage”3) has 
priority over non-argumentative (one that classifies without 
being a complement – e.g., “political changes”); (c) Zones 8 
(e.g., “facts unclear and useless”) and 9 (“famous intelligent 
animals created by the cinema”) – in the case of two 
evaluative adjectives, the order depends on the speaker and 
discourse context, since one does not imply another. 
However, in “facts unclear and use ess”, it seems to us that 
there is a logical relationship (cause and effect), that is, facts 
are useless because they are unclear. Similarly, animals are 
famous because they are intelligent. Thus, in these instances, 
the causal relationship tends to influence on the ordering of 
the elements therefore related, placing the cause before the 
result. 

3. Methodology 
This study takes into consideration the 

semantic-discursive dimension, in addition to the 
morphosyntactic features, of the NG in English and its 
translation into Portuguese. The analysis is based on the 
theoretical-methodological proposal of Systemic-Functional 
Grammar (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). 

The research aims to answer the following questions: (a) 
What are the roles and functions of NG constituents in 
English and Portuguese? (b) What is the order of the 
constituents in the English and Portuguese NGs? To reach 
the expected answers, we selected and adopted the following 
data and analysis procedures. 

 

                                                             
3  “environmental damage”: damage (noun, “dano” in Portuguese) is the 
nominalization of “damage” (verb, “danificar” in Portuguese), and calls for a 
verbal complement, the direct object of “environment”. After the 
nominalization, the verbal complement becomes a subject complement. 
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3.1. Data 
We have examined the NG in the texts presented in Chart 

10. The selection of these data was based on texts in English 
that Brazilian postgraduate students needed to translate into 
Portuguese during the preparation of their master’s degree 
and doctoral dissertations 4 . Perhaps due to the general 
syntactic complexity of the academic text, or due to a lack of 
knowledge in the matter expressed by such syntax, fact is 
that we noted an overall difficulty in the referred translations. 

Therefore, this was the criteria adopted to select the texts 
of our analysis. Albeit, there was not a strict pre-selection for 
this research, we can group them into three different genres, 
as listed in Chart 10. 

Chart 10.  Research data 

Academic 
paper 

MUNTIGL, P. Policy, politics, and social control. Text 
& Talk - vol.22, no. 3, 2002, p. 393-442. 

KIMMEL, M. Why we mix metaphors. Journal of 
Pragmatics - vol.42, no. 1, 2010, p. 97-115. 

Advertising 

Entertainment Weekly (20.4.2001) e AAPG Explorer 
(abr.2001) - http://www.kalevleetaru.com/publish; 

  LAS  -SA  IST N, M. Metonymic grounding 
of ideological metaphors. Journal of Pragmatics – vol. 
42, 2010, p. 64-96. 

Journal 
Editorial 
Report 

The New York Times: Intentional Bias in North 
Carolina, (25.12.12); Fraud in Preschool Special 
Education (25.12.12); American Pilots Are Indicted in 
Brazilian Airliner Crash (6.2.07); Flight Recorder Is 
Said to Back American Plots in Brazil Crash (6.2.07). 

The Guardian: Public support for Leveson unmoved 
by press attacks (28.02.12); The dandelion's 
ephemeral solar system (28.02.12). 

Source: Authors 

We believe these three genres provide good clarification 
about the functioning of NGs in both languages. However, 
the validity of the results may vary depending on the genre 
and/or the texture of the analyzed sources. 

3.2. Analysis Procedures 
The analysis was made through the following steps. We (a) 

collected 117 NGs in the cited sources (Chart 10); (b) 
translated these NGs into Portuguese; (c) did not consider the 
Determiner, since this component has a fixed position 
(beginning of NG), both in English and Portuguese. 
Likewise, we did not consider the Classifier, which also has 
a fixed position: precedes the noun (PreH) in English, and 
postpones the noun (PostH) in Portuguese; (d) considered the 
fact that the evaluative adjectives, also called Epithets, could 
be distinguished, according to the Systemic-Functional 
Grammar (Halliday, 1994), as Ideational Epithets, denoting 
an objective property (cf. “old train”) or Interpersonal 
Epithets, expressing the speaker’s subjective attitude to the 
noun (cf. “splendid train”); (e) adopted the nomenclature 

                                                             
4 Postgraduate students in Applied Linguistics and Language Studies (LAEL) 
from Pontifícia Universidade Católica (PUC- SP). 

suggested by Halliday (1994), writing the first letter 
capitalized (e.g., Epithets, Classifier, Interpersonal and so on) 
when we referred to the Systemic-Functional Theory 
concepts. Thus, we avoid the confusion that can happen, 
assuming that many of these terms have been used by other 
authors with different meanings at times; (f) enumerated the 
NG constituents based on their function in order to ease the 
comparison of the original NG (in English) with translations 
into Portuguese, as we can see in Chart 11. 

Chart 11.  Analysis of 4-3-2-1 NGs types 

NG 
Interpersonal 

(1) 
Ideational 

(2) 
Classifier 

(3) 
HEAD 

(4) 

Original: Detailed supporting evaluation DATA 

Translation: DADOS avaliativos evidenciados em detalhe 
(4)      (3)        (2)        (1) 

Source: Authors 

In this example, the noun “data” is modified by a 
Classifier (evaluative) and by two Epithets (“evidenciados” 
and “em detalhe”). Note that, in discursive terms, the epithets 
– whether Ideational or Interpersonal – might depend on the 
context. As Halliday (1994), conceives there is not a clear 
line of distinction between these two Epithets. 

4. Analysis and Discussion of Results 
We begin the analysis of the NGs by presenting the 

English NG first, followed by the translation into Portuguese, 
then, emphasizing the modifiers that have suffered 
displacement from the original NG and highlighting the head 
with capital letters. The analysis showed three reiterated 
situations with a few exceptions: (a) NGs with the 
constituents in the order 1-2-3-4 (Interpersonal Epithet – 
Ideational Epithet – Classifier – head) in English are 
translated into Portuguese and reshuffled to the order 4-3-2-1 
(head – Classifier – Ideational Epithet – Interpersonal 
epithet); (b) the adjective in the superlative degree has its 
initial position maintained in the translation; (c) NGs 
admitting two translations, as demanded by the context, and 
according to Silva (2008). There are however NGs 
translations deviating from these groups, that we are naming 
Specific Cases. 

4.1. General Rule: 1-2-3-4 order in English and 4-3-2-1 in 
Portuguese 

The order 1-2-3-4 in English and 4-3-2-1 in Portuguese 
translations confirms the forecasts: (i) the fixed position of 
the Classifier: PreH in English NGs and PostH in Portuguese 
NGs; (ii) the fixed order of the evaluative adjectives: PreH in 
English and PostH in Portuguese. This situation5 features 
what we named General Rule. 

We present below a few examples of this case in Chart 12. 

                                                             
5 Almost 50% of the examined NGs. 
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The scarcity of Epithets can be seen, even in the examples 
collected from advertisements. On the other hand, the 
Classifier, both in English and in Portuguese, remains next to 
the head: before it in English; after it in Portuguese. This way, 
the data demonstrate Halliday’s assertion that the order 
Headnoun + Classifier is so closely linked that it can be seen 
as a compound noun (HALLIDAY, 1994: 185). 

Chart 12.  General Rule examples 

available box sound SYSTEM 
SISTEMA de caixa de som dispon vel 

interrelated system NETWORKS 
REDES de sistema interconectados 

PC-based geological INTERPRETATION 
INTERPRETAC     geol gica baseada em PC 

training sector REFORMS 
REFORMAS do setor de treinamento 

LiveQuest Application Service Provider (ASP) SOLUTION 
SOLUC     do Servic  o de Provedor do Aplicativo (SPA) Live 
Quest 

differential knowledge-based SKILLS 
HABILIDADES baseadas em conhecimento diferencial 

  Source: Authors 

Some modifiers are compound, as the ones underlined in 
the following examples. They follow the general rule though. 

Chart 13.  Compound Modifiers 

Data Boom Explorer Review property LISTINGS 
LISTAGENS de propriedade do Data Boom Explorer Review 

electric shock stun GUNS 
ARMAS imobilizadoras de choque el trico 

newspaper advertising agency EMPLOYEES 
  N I N  I S de age  ncia de propaganda em jornais 

special education service PROVIDERS 
PROVEDORES de servic  o de educac   o especial 

Brazilian air traffic CONTROLLERS 
CONTROLADORES de tr fego a reo brasileiro 

  Source: Authors  

Chart 14.  Modifiers involving Genitive 

metaphor’s source and target DOMAIN 
    NI  da fonte e alvo da met fora 

jet’s anticollision EQUIPMENT 
 Q IPA  NT  anticolis o do jato 

pilots’ filed flight PLAN 
PLANO de vo  o preenchido dos pilotos 

audience’s established cognitive SCHEMAS [for producing 
metaphors] ESQUEMAS cognitivos estabelecidos na audie  ncia 

Embraer Legacy 600 executive JET 
JATO executivo Legacy 600 da Embraer 

Source: Authors  

We can see in Chart 13 that in compound Ideational 
Epithets, both Epithets have fixed position. For example, “de 

choque e  t    ” (electric shock), a noun phrase followed by 
an adjective, does not allow a different order, *“e  t     de 
choque”. This is an issue to be further explored as choices are 
not always on the author’s criteria: the epithets relate to each 
other (e.g., by causality, as in item 1.3) for some logical 
reason. 

NGs with genitive, which are translated by the noun 
phrase, also follow the general rule. According to Halliday 
(1994), this genitive is a Qualifier (e.g. “source and target 
DOMAIN of a metaphor”) that would have a fixed position 
(PostH) if expressed this way. 

4.2. NGs with Adjectives in the Superlative Degree 
Chart 15 presents an adverb (fully) preceded from the 

article (the), forming the superlative degree of the Ideational 
Epithet (“robotized”) (Almeida, 2011, p. 151). As shown 
below, NGs that start with adjectives or adverbs in 
superlative degree tend to keep the invested element of the 
superlative degree at the beginning of NGs in translations. 
This is a case that does not follow the General Rule. 

Chart 15.  NGs with superlative 

NG 
Interpersonal 

(1) 
Ideational 

(2) 
Classifier 

(3) 
HEAD 

(4) 

Original: (the) most fully robotized automobile PLANT 

Transl.: 
(a) mais completamente robotizada     I A de autom veis 

(2)                (4)        (3) 

Source: Authors 

The same can be noticed in different examples:  

Chart 16.  More examples with superlative 

(the) most important adjacent metaphor PAIRS  
(os) mais importantes PARES de met fora adjacente 

(the) tightest possible COMPLEMENTATION  
(a) mais s lida COMPLEMENTAC     poss vel 

(the) fastest volume visualization and interpretation SOFTWARE  
(o) mais r pido SOFTWARE de visualizac   o e de interpretac   o de 
volume 

(the) most dangerous illegal IMMIGRANTS  
(os) mais perigosos IMIGRANTES ilegais 

(the) latest colour CATALOGUE [showing our new collection]  
(o)  ltimo  AT L G  de cor 

(the) most salient CHARACTERISTIC [of EU officials' discourses] 
(a) mais saliente  A A T   STI A 

 Source: Authors 

Differently, the following example presents a case of 
joined superlative + the genitive case, wherefrom superlative 
becomes PostH: 

Chart 17.  NG with superlative + genitive 

 razil’s largest circulation DAILY 
 I  I  de maior circulac   o no Brasil 

 Source: Authors 
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4.3. Other Cases of PreH Persistency in Translation 
Similarly, some words or phrases have the property to 

remain in the same position in two languages, as PreH in this 
case. The following examples show NGs of this type starting 
with ‘so-called’ or ‘new’: 

Chart 18.  Other cases of PreH (with ‘so-called’ or ‘new’) 

(the) so-called "active" labor market policy 
(a) assim chamada P L TI A do mercado de trabalho "ativo" 

(the) so-called enlargement process 
(o) assim chamado PROCESSO de engrandecimento 

(the) new 2 in 1 LIPSTICK [with renewing agents for smoother lips] 
(o) novo BATON 2 em 1 

(a) prospective black JUROR  
(um) prov vel MEMBRO DO JURI negro 

 Source: Authors 

4.4. NGs that Admit Two Orders in Translation 
There are cases admitting two different orders in 

translation in Portuguese, as shown in Chart 19. Halliday and 
Matthiessen (2004) and Silva (2008) understand that the 
choice would depend on the author’s will or the discursive 
context.  

Chart 19.  Double chance of sequence 

Original 
Choice 1 
Choice 2 

increasing PRODUCTIVITY [in the manufacturing sector] 
(a) PRODUTIVIDADE crescente [no setor manufatureiro] 
(b) crescente PRODUTIVIDADE [no setor manufatureiro] 

Original 
Choice 1 
Choice 2 

much higher word COUNT 
(a) CONTAGEM de palavras muito superior 
(b) CONTAGEM muito superior de palavras 

Original 
Choice 1 

 
Choice 2 

growing public DISTRUST [to produce skilled workers] 
(a) crescente DESCONFIANC  A do p blico [para 
produzir  …] 
(b) DESCONFIANC  A crescente do p blico [para 
produzir  ...] 

Source: Authors 

There are cases, however, when the decision to choose 
between the two alternatives would imply in changing the 
NG meaning, as in:  

 
(a) MAPEAMENTO do n cleo conceitual [...]?  
(conceptual core MAPPING) 
(b) MAPEAMENTO conceitual do n cleo [...]? 
(core conceptual MAPPING) 
 
Or, schematically: 

Chart 20.  NGs with superlative  

 
Ideational 

(2) 
Classifier 

(3) 
HEAD 

(4) 

Option 1 conceptual core MAPPING 

Option 2 - conceptual core - 

 Source: Authors 

In academic writing, it is not uncommon for a sentence to 
include many nominal groups with a broad range in the 
complexity of the nominal groups. Complex NGs are an 
expressive feature of academic writing, and the ability to 
construct complex nominal groups is becoming common at 
university. They frequently appear in academic texts with the 
Subject-Predicator-Subject Complement (SPCs) structure,  
in which two complex nominal groups are joined with a 
relational process (linking verb). E.g.: “This type of 
technology and its negative side-effects on the environment, 
the biggest contributor to pollution in modern society is 
dependent on substances that this very type of technology 
provides.” 

In our corpus we have found a few cases of this type of NG, 
but their translation into Portuguese basically maintains the 
same structure of that found in the original text in English. 
To illustrate, in the chart below, we present an example of a 
complex NG found in the corpus and its translation into 
Portuguese. 

Chart 21.  Complex NGs 

Original 
Special cases of conceptual interaction between metaphor 
and metonymy, along with synecdoche can be considered 
ideological metaphors. 

Portuguese 
translation 

Casos especiais de interação entre metáfora e metonímia, 
juntamente com a sinédoque podem ser considerados 
metáforas ideológicas. 

Source: Authors 

5. Conclusions 
The analysis considered the SFL proposal, including the 

semantic dimension in the characterization of the functions 
of PreHs and PostHs. Although generalizations regarding 
NGs in English and Portuguese overall would demand an 
extensive corpus analysis, our study revealed through this 
corpus that the vast majority of NGs in English occurred in 
the order: Ideational Epithets – Classifier (2-3) in relation  
to the head (4). Thus, presenting the order 2-3-4, with rare 
occurrences of Interpersonal Epithets (1), even in the 
advertisement genre, when it was expected greater subjective 
evaluation of the product advertised. Translation postpones 
the Classifier and the Ideational Epithets (3-2) to the head (4), 
resulting in the order 4-3-2. This situation characterizes what 
we call general rule for the NG order. 

In NGs starting with adjective in the superlative degree, 
the translation into Portuguese maintains this position. 
Likewise, certain words like “so called” and “new” keep 
fixed in the PreH position. With reference to the problematic 
NG quoted in the introduction (p.ext. “critical discourse 
analysis”), the translation, according to the general rule 
proposal, should be “an lise do discurso cr tica”, since 
“discurso” is the Classifier and must remain next to the head. 

There are NGs that admit two orders in translation. These 
are the cases where the choice of one over the other order 
requires knowledge of the situational context, viz., the 
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subject matter to which these NGs refer, which includes the 
consideration of their discursive function in this analysis. 

On the other hand, there are cases in which the choice 
should take into account relations, such as causality. This is 
the case of “unclear and useless facts”, when “unclear” 
prevails the NG emergence, because it is the cause of 
“useless” – a semantic implication. 

In the genres analyzed, we have noted that the Deictic and 
Numeral are maintained in the same positions in both 
languages, English (original) and Portuguese (translation). 
As for the Qualifier, we found that it stays in the same 
position as the original English (PostHs), fact that facilitates 
the NG translation.  

Although it’s not part of this research, there are two 
situations observed during the analysis that we intend to 
examine in the future: (a) several NGs occurrences where the 
headnoun is followed by the preposition “of”, or even a 
double occurrence of this preposition, followed by a 
Complement, Qualifier or Appositive; (b) long PostHs, as 
well as the Qualifier, working as a factor leading to a 
tendency of balancing the PostH and PreH content: the more 
extensive the PreH is, the less extensive is the PostH, and 
vice versa. 
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