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along with its morphological expression by way of the suffix -s, has been considered a robust, if
variable, feature of African-American English grammar at least since
Harrison (1884) observed that "the Negro forms the plural regularly by
addition of s or 2." (225). Subsequent empirical research on different
varieties of contemporary African-American Vernacular English (AAVE)
has strongly endorsed this claim (Labov et al. 1968, 161; Wolfram 1969,
143; Kessler 1972), largely on the basis of the consistent independent
finding that the plural suffix is only rarely absent in different corpora, in
striking contrast to the homophonous possessive and third singular morphemes.
We were thus intrigued when examination of three varieties of "early"
black English-Samanii English, the Ex-Slave Recordings, and African
Nova Scotian English-revealed that the -s suffix was often missing from
nouns with plural reference, as (1) exemplifies:'
H E LNDERLXNG CATEGORY OF PLURAL,

1. a. T h a t m a n had two trunks. T w o trunkofull o f all kind o f gold and silver
and everything. T w o trunk@, big trunks. Full o f gold and silver. [ANSE/
30/ 13231
b . Yeah. Something wrong with the parent@. N o , n o t the kids. Yeah, but
the kidonever did it. T h e parentohadn't taught t h e m t o d o it. [ANSE/
32/945]
c. [039]T h e y used t o cook t h e beans. O h my Lord, the bean@!And I never
did get e n o u g h o f t h e m . 10271 T h e m bean0 were good. . . . Y o u can't
buy t h e m kind o f bean0 now. . . . And you can't get the brown beano
now. [039]Just a-just a little spot o n t h e m . T h e other beans, they had
big brown spot@. [ANSE/27 and 39/260]

This was particularly surprising in view of the fact that in at least three
earlier studies of morphological variability in the verb phrase (Poplack and
Sankoff 1987; Tagliamonte and Poplack 1988; Poplack and Tagliamonte
1989; 1991), these same three varieties consistently featured higher rates of
overt (morphological) marking. To the extent that our corpora represent a
precursor of contemporary AAVE, it would appear that a linguistic change
has occurred.? Most variables we have studied over time show erosion o r
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loss (cf. for example, the trajectory of the third-person singular -s inflection). In contrast, the present widespread use of the plural marker in AAVE
looks very much like a case of structural convergence with standard English
and would thus appear to be consistent with the process of decreolization.
Of course, proof of decreolization depends not only on overall RATES of
occurrence of a form, but, more important, on the HIERARCHY of constraints
conditioning its occurrence. We need to know whether factors consistent
with a creole plural marking system are capable of accounting for the
variable appearance of -s in nouns with plural reference in these corpora.
The plural marking facts illustrated in ( I ) , like many other variable
phenomena in AAVE, have the interesting property that simple inspection
of the surface distribution of overt and covert ( 0 )marks in a corpus will
not reveal the nature of the underlying grammar that gave rise to them. It
is impossible to tell whether an isolated or unrealized (@) affix is the creole
mark for nouns with nonindividuated delimitation, for example, or whether
it results from removal of an English plural affix by regular phonological
reduction rules. The realized variant [s] does not fare much better. Although superficially indistinguishable from the English plural affix, it, too,
may be an instantiation of the creole plural marker if it PATTERNS according
to creole rules. Thus, the mere presence of covertly or overtly marked
nouns in a given variety cannot reveal the nature of the underlying system,
since the same surface forms appear in both. The type of evidence we will
appeal to here emerges from the organization of these marks (or lack
thereof) in discourse. The creole prototype is said to mark plural, overtly or
covertly, according to criteria like nominal reference, individuation, and
disambiguation within the NP headed by the noun in question. In standard
English, on the other hand, plural is basically always marked morphologically, at least on semantically plural count nouns, on which we focus here.
By means of comparative reconstruction, we attempt to uncover in what
follows the system giving rise to the facts depicted in ( I ) , which in turn
should contribute to resolving the controversy over the nature of the
precursor of contemporary AAVE.

The contemporary English pattern of plural formation via affixation of
-s to nouns is the sole productive legacy of what, at earlier stages of the
language, was a rich and complex morphology of number marking. Old
English nouns fell into ten different declensional classes which were variously inflected for case, number, and gender (Moss6 1952,50). By the early
Middle English period the nominal declension system began to be radically
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simplified; both the number of noun classes and the number of case
endings within each were reduced. The declensional form of the nominative and accusative plural of the aclass (-as) was extended to other cases
and classes, a process that was aided by the weakening of older full vowels to
-ein unstressed case endings (Curme 1977, 144). Despite competition with
the -en plural which predominated for some time in the south of England,
by the fourteenth century it could be said that the normal Middle English
plural inflection was -es for all nouns in all cases (Moss6 1952, 50) . 3
Only three other original plural types are observable today: weak plurals, mutation plurals, and invariable or uninflected plurals. Weak plurals,
originally a very large class (and once the only serious competitor to the -s
plurals), consist of affixing -en to the stem. The sole survivors of this type
are the lexical items oxen, brethren, and children.'
Mutation plurals are derived from vowel fronting in a certain number of
Old English nominative and accusative plurals. About half of the original
class of mutated plurals are preserved in modern standard English (feet,
geese, lice, men, women, mice, teeth) (Barber 1976; Curme 1977, 113; Wyld
1927, 244).
A group of Old English neuter nouns bore no overt plural inflection in
the nominative and accusative, a result of a sound change deleting their
original Old English ending -u (Wyld 1927, 245). By the Middle English
period, most of these had been absorbed into the productive -es class, and
today only two members of this group preserve their original base form:
deer and sheep (Curme 1977; Ekwall 1975).' These uninflected plurals are
said to have provided the model for the contemporary option of 0 plurals
in collectives and nouns of weight and measure (Wyld 1927, 245), though
whether this took place by analogy (Ekwall1975,92) or by semantic change
(Curme 1977,541) is unclear. We shall have no more to say about the weak
and mutation plural types as they do not participate in the variable context.
We return to the 0 plurals in section 6 below.
With the exception of the small set of irregular vestiges of Old English
plural types listed above, and a somewhat larger set of nouns in which
morphological singular and plural are not fully isomorphic with semantic
singular and plural respectively, exemplified in table 1, the vast majority of
standard English nouns now forms the plural fully predictably by affixation
of -s. Though some variability has been attested, most recurrently in nouns
of weight, measure, and monetary denomination, particularly when these
are preceded by numerals, this is widely considered to be restricted to
regional, folk, and uneducated dialects (e.g., Marckwardt 1958; Hughes
and Trudgill1979; McDavid and McDavid 1960; 1964; Pederson 1983).We
return to this observation in section 6.4 below.
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In English-based creoles, nouns are generally pluralized by adding the
third person plural pronoun, either postnominally, as in Jamaican and
Gullah, or prenominally, as in Saramaccan and Sranan, or both, as in Krio
and Guyanese (Alleyne 1980,
In all these varieties, according to
Alleyne, (morphological) pluralization operates on definite nouns, but
indefinite nouns, with rare exceptions in Krio, "usually have unmarked
plurals" (101). Dijkhoff (1983, 217) also links the variable occurrence of
the Papiamentu plural marker -nunwith the referential status of its head.
Abstracting from Bickerton's classification (1981), Dijkhoff divides NPs
into existentially presupposed, existentially asserted, and existentially hypothesized. EXISTENTIALLY
PRESUPPOSED basically corresponds to definite
NPs. Semantically plural nouns belonging to this category must carry the
suffix -nun.EXISTENTIAI.L.Y
ASSERTED corresponds to indefinite NPs (227). In
such contexts the plural marker will only appear if plurality has NOT been
otherwise indicated within the clause containing the semantically plural
noun (217). EXISTENTIALLY
HWOTHESIZED corresponds roughly to "generic"
or "nonspecific" NPs. Here a singular or plural interpretation is possible;
hence the noun can never be marked by the plural marker (222).'
The sole attempt to test these predictions empirically in an Englishbased creole revealed that they did not hold. Rickford (1986) examined
128 semantically plural regular nouns in the speech of Mrs. Queen, an
elderly speaker of mesolectal Sea Island Creole (Gullah). He analyzed the
variable occurrence of -s and e) on these nouns according to nominal
reference and the existence in the NP of a plural quantifier or demonstrative. Variable-rule analysis of his data revealed that neither the semantic
category nor the informational factor group were selected as significant to
the probability of plural marking in Mrs. Queen's data, leading Rickford to
conclude that the plural marking constraints (said to be) representative of
basilectal creoles were not operative in the mesolect, at least insofar as this
area of the grammar is concerned (Rickford 1986, 57).
Mufwene (1986) contests this conclusion, asserting that the primary
factors determining the presence of the English plural marker -sin Gullah
T A B L E1
Other Plural Types
Summation Plural
binoculars
scissors
clothes

Pluralia Tantum
goods
arrears
people

Unmarked Plural
clergy
vermin

Equivocal Plural
barracks
crossroads

-S OR NOTHING
F I G U R E1
Axes of Number Delimitation
(after Mufwene 1986)*

[+singular]

[-singular]

singular count nouns

plural count nouns
combine with:
numerals (e.g., two)
individuating quantifiers (e.g.,
several, many)
nonnumeral/nonindividuating
quantifiers (e.g., plenty, a mess of)

I

count nouns in noncount uses,
mass nouns
combine with:
nonnumeral/nonindividuating
quantifiers (e.g., plenty, a mess of)

*See also Huddleston (1984).

are semantic (34); he further proposes that the distinctions underlying
number delimitation in, for example, Gullah and Jamaican Creole can be
used to analyze this domain in English as well. He enunciates two axes of
number delimitation, reproduced in figure 1: singular versus nonsingular
and individuated versus nonindividuated.
O n e contrasts the number of the referent (singular versus nonsingular),
and the other, the speaker's view of the referent as denumerable (individuated) or not. The classes distinguished by these axes also differ syntactically,
in terms of the kinds of determiners with which they combine: Although all
nonsingular nouns (whether count or mass) may co-occur with the same
kinds of nonnumeral, nonindividuating quantifiers (e.g., plenty, a mess o n ,
only individuated nouns may combine with numerals and individuating
quantifiers. (These predictions are espoused by Dijkhoff's revised position
on number marking in Papiamentu [I9871.) As noted in section 1 above,
with the exception of the irregular forms, individuated nouns with plural
reference are morphologically marked with the suffix -s in modern standard English, while nonindividuated nouns (i.e., mass nouns and count
nouns in noncount uses) remain unmarked, as in the emphasized portions
of (2) :"
2. a. You couldn't buy over two pound of RICE,
SUGAR,
SALT or anything. [SE/
1/343-451
b. You got TROUBLE on your hand. [ANSE/38/155A]
c. And we jus' turned out like lot of CATTLE.
YOUknow how they turn
CATTLE out in a pasture? [ESR/8/10405]
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With respect to creoles, it would appear that virtually any noun can
alternate freely between individuated and nonindividuated use. Individuated nouns are marked (as in English), whereas nonindividuated nouns
remain bare. Mufwene's proposals (corresponding in most particulars to
those of Bickerton 1975; 1981; and Alleyne 1980) are that plural individuated nouns should be delimited with the postnominal pluralizer, which in
turn must co-occur with a possessive or the definite article. Individuated
nouns delimited with other determiners remain bare. Moreover, the plural
marker dem is only affixed to a noun which is both individuated and not
otherwise disambiguated for number within the NP it heads (see table 2).
Perhaps the key difference between English and creoles resides in the
category of generic reference. In creoles, generics are construed as
nonindividuating, and as such remain "bare." Although number is also
neutralized, strictly speaking, on English nouns with generic reference,
these may be unmarked (in the context of the definite and morphologically singular indefinite determiners the or a) or inflected with -s.Only the
latter fall within the scope of this study. The specific English-based creole
postnominal pluralizer dem is not attested in any of our corpora; nonetheless, the system governing its appearance may also be responsible for the
variable occurrence of the English plural marker -s. Similar scenarios have
been proposed at different times with regard to various tense/aspect
phenomena by Bickerton (1975), Mufwene (1983), and Winford (1985),
and they have recently been convincingly demonstrated by Singler (1989),
based on plural marking patterns in acrolectal Liberian English. Indeed,
plural marking with -s is said to be inversely correlated with position on the
creole continuum, such that the more mesolectal (and acrolectal) speakers
will use most -s. The dearth of specifically creole plural markers in a data
set, then, does not diminish the possibility of inferring the underlying
system from the organization of such marks as are used. If this system were
creole-like, we might predict that only semantically plural nouns delimited
T A B L E2
Marking Predictions for Nouns with Plural Reference in English-Based Creoles
(abstracted from Mufwene 1986, 40)
Delimiter
definite article
possessive pronoun
demonstrative
[+ numeric, + individuating] Q
[- numeric, + individuating] Q

generic reference

itfark
dem/-s
dem/-s

0
0
0
0
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by a possessive pronoun or a definite article should be marked morphologically, as in the examples in (3). Translated into variable terms, such cases
should be marked MORE FREQUENTLY than those that are not so delimited.
3. a. I went to the door. I said, "put YOUR HANDS on. I'll C L I YOUR
~
FINGERS off!"
[ANSE/39/ 1336-3'71
b. Yes, many time I've stump MY TOES and blood run out. [ESR/8/89-901
c. I get along good with THE ONES I know. [ANSE/7/765-661
d. An' so he shot three time and he commence to shoot until THE PLATE@
commence to rattle on the table. [ESR/2/23-241

Before determining which of these systems best accounts for the observed variability in plural marking in our three corpora on early black
English, it will be instructive to review the accounts that have been offered
of this phenomenon in contemporary AAVE.
3. PREVIOUS
ANALYSES
OF PLURAL
I N AAVE
MARKING
Early attempts to account for the variable absence of plural -s in AAVE
have appealed to three types of factors (in addition to social and stylistic
effects, which we do not discuss here): (1) the principle of "nonredundant
pluralization," whereby a noun can be expected to remain bare in the
environment of a numeral or some other determiner indicating plurality
(e.g., Dillard 1972, 61; Stewart 1966, 64), (2) environmental phonetic
conditioning, operating to omit or conserve an underlying plural suffix
(Labov et al. 1968), and (3) individual lexical preferences, suggesting that
certain nouns traditionally classified as count in English have been reanalyzed as mass in AAVE (Labov et al. 1968; Wolfram 1969). A summary
review of the empirical evidence in favor of each of these explanations
reveals that their relative merits remain unclear.
For example, although Wolfram's (1969) analysis of plural marking
among 48 AAVE speakers from Detroit provided (at least weak) support for
the numeric determiner effect, neither Kessler's (1972) study of Washington, DC, AAVE speakers nor Schneider's (1989) large-scale examination of
Ex-Slave Narratives could replicate it. Similarly, although the data from
Labov et al. (1968,163) on plural -sabsence in the AAVE of adolescents and
adults in New York City showed a strong effect of phonological environment, with following consonantal segments favoring, and following vowels
disfavoring, deletion, Wolfram (1969, 145) found only a "minor" phonological effect in Detroit, involving -s absence in the environment of a
preceding nasal. Kessler (1972, 234) also invokes a "weak" phonological
effect of preceding consonantal segment, though the specific contribution
of nasals could not be replicated (235). Moreover, her data on following
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environment shows -s absence to be favored most by following pause, with
little distinction between consonantal and vocalic segments, in apparent
contradiction to Labov et al.'s reports. The phonetic environment of the
plural affix is referred to by Schneider (1989) as a second-order constraint
in the Ex-Slave Narratives, operating only in environments where a numeric
determiner is also present, but showing no effect elsewhere. When this
condition is met, Schneider finds, in contradistinction both to Labov et al.
(1968) and Kessler (1972) (and somewhat counterintuitively), that a following vocalic segment promotes plural -sabsence more than either consonant
or pause, both of which have roughly the same effect (1989, 150).
Finally, there have been various reports, in the AAVE literature as
elsewhere (see section 6.4), of particular (semantically or morphologically
plural) lexical items occurring without the plural marker. In this connection, Labov et al. (1968, 164) cite the lexemes poster, cent, and year in
Harlem. Wolfram notes that movie, cent, and dollur tend to remain uninflected
in Detroit (1969,145).Kessler also reports a high percentage of cent, for the
expected cents in Washington, DC (1972, 233). But while the preference
displayed by certain lexical items for certain inflectional forms does seem
to be a recurrent finding, the lexical items in question are not necessarily
the same, nor is the evidence clearly in favor of the suggestion that these
nouns have been reanalyzed or "changed subclasses" in AAVE (Labov et al.
1968, 163; Wolfram 1969, 145).
In sum, although the same few factors have recurrently been cited as
constraining plural -s inflection in AAVE, the direction of effects has not
been consistent from one study to the next. This may be due to the fact that
there simply have not been enough tokens of unmarked plural in contemporary AAVE (ranging from 2% to 11%, where reported) to permit a
pattern to emerge. Whatever the reason, the actual role (if any) which each
of these factors play remains uncertain.

The data on which this paper is based were extracted from three data
sets on African-American English that have in common that the ancestors
of current speakers were resident in the United States in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Migrations during and after the
period of slavery dispersed many African Americans, whose language(s)
evolved independently in the diaspora. We analyze two such varieties here.
The Saman5 English corpus consists of interviews with 21 native Englishspeaking descendants of former slaves who settled the remote peninsula of
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Samana (Dominican Republic) in 1824 (Poplack and Sankoff 1987). Ancestors of the African-Nova Scotian English speakers began migrating to
the Canadian Maritimes in 1783 (Poplack and Tagliamonte 1991). We
consider the third corpus, the Ex-Slave Recordings (Bailey, Maynor, and
Cukor-Avila 1991), to represent a prototype variety since, at the time of the
interviews, those speakers had never left the six southern states in which
they were born.
4.1. CIRCUMSCRIBING
THE VARIABLE CONTEXT. TOascertain the factors conditioning the occurrence of the plural marker -s, we first delimit its context of
occurrence, ensuring that the resulting data set is equally amenable to
analysis in both comparison varieties (English and creoles) .9 Observing first
that the plural is categorically marked in the vestigial contexts listed in
section 1 and table 1 above, we excluded these from ensuing quantitative
analyses, focusing only on the variable occurrence of -s in regular, count,
semantically plural nouns. These contexts exhaust the possibilities for
productive plural marking in English, as well as in creoles, though in the
latter they additionally cover contexts where plural need not be overtly
marked. Such contexts, in which the languages differ explicitly with respect
to their requirements for overt versus @markingof plura1,'O will constitute
the crucial test of the system underlying the distribution of -s and 0 in our
data.
Even within the class of regular count nouns with plural reference, -s
usage is not entirely straightforward due to exceptional distributions,
neutralization contexts, and referential ambiguity. Such cases were excluded from quantitative analysis, for reasons described below.
4.1.1. Exceptional Distributions. We first removed a number of constructions which show no variability in -s usage (remaining categorically inflected or uninflected). These include nouns occurring in frozen expressions (e.g., Cowboys and Indians, ups and downs, scared out of my wits),songs or
psalms, as in (4a), and metalinguistic commentary (4b).
4. a. I look up to the HILLS where corneth my help. [SE/11/836]
b. And then they say, you know, " P O T A T O E Ssay
. " "POTATOES."
T~~~
[ANSE/
8 / 177-791

Previous studies of AAVE have reported extensive irregular use of plural
-s as a result either of overgeneralization, as in (5a-c), hypercorrect inflection on mutation plurals, as in (6), or anomalous use of syllabic plural in
nouns ending in -ks, -ts clusters (McDavid and McDavid 1978), as in (7).
Such examples, extremely rare in all three corpora and lexically highly
restricted, were excluded.
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5. a. It was in summertime, in June, and the- the 01' oxexs got out. [ESR/
Y/59-601
b. They got plenty English people here but they got married with Spaniard and all the CHILURENS are Spaniard. [SE/1/90]
c. Them old PEOPLES had the best going. [ANSE/38/38/406]
6. And our FEETS were so nice and warm in there. We start getting cold, she
[ANSE/19/573]
."
would say, "work your FEETS Up, work your F E E T J ~ U P
7. I thought the house had disappeared with the GHOSTS [gosrz]. [ANSE/l5/
1171

4.1.2.Neutralization Contexts. Thejuxtaposition of a noun ending in [s, z]
and a following word beginning with [s, z], as in (8), precludes unambiguous identification of the segment as the plural morpheme. These were
excluded from the data.
8. a. Four IXAR(S),
September coming, it be four years. [ANSE/7/560-611
b. An' I remember when the YANKEE(S)
stop here. [ESR/5/22]

4.1.3. Ambiguity. A number of independent processes may render the
function of -s indistinguishable. In (9a) it is impossible to determine
whether the sibilant consonant represents the plural suffix followed by a
deleted copula, or a 0 plural followed by a contracted copula. Ambiguity
between the possessive and the plural is also possible, as in (9b).
9. a. Them THINC[Z]
a bad thing. ['Them things @ a bad thing' or 'Them
thing0's a bad thing'; ANSE/3/855-561
b. My CRANDPARENT[S]
children. ['grandparents" or 'grandparent's'; SE/
6/91]

A final source of ambiguity may be observed in (9c), where nothing in
the context (immediate or larger) permits determination of the number
reference of the noun.
9. c. Just behind the TREE.[SE/2/255]
I ain't gonna tell no LIE.[ESR/ Y/147]

Because arbitrary assignment of the realized -s to one category or another
would inevitably skew the overall proportions of -s presence, as well as blur
its conditioning, we exclude forms for which plural reference could not be
unambiguously inferred (M~ITHOUTrelying on the affix -s, if present), whether
from previous mention or from the larger context of discourse. Each noun
included in the data is thus fully disambiguated with regard to number
reference. In what follows, however, the use we make of the term disambiguation refers only to the concept of LOCAL disambiguation, that is, the
existence of other indicators of plurality in the NP headed by the noun in
question."
Summarizing, forms that cannot or do not participate productively in
the regular process of plural formation were excluded from the quantita-
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tive analysis. In the remainder of this paper we use the term plural marking
to refer only to the possibility of morphological marking of plural by
affixation of -s, as in the emphasized portion in (10).
10. When I look in like that, and 1 look in that door, and 1 look back in the
corner, 1 seen them great big EYE@. [ANSE/3/884-861

4.2. CODINGAND ANALYSIS. From the tape-recorded interviews we extracted every semantically plural count noun in the data capable of receiving the morphological plural affix -sin English and English-based creoles,
of which 2,452 were retained for the quantitative analysis. Each was coded
for a series of phonological, morphological, lexical, syntactic, and semantic
factors (described in sections 4.2.1-5). These were selected to reveal the
origins of the observed variability by testing hypotheses about plural marker
absence in standard and vernacular English (Allan 1976; 1980; Fries 1940;
McDavid and McDavid 1964), AAVF (Kessler 1972; Labov et al. 1968;
Schneider 1989; Wolfram 1969), and creoles (Dijkhoff 1983; Mufwene
1986), as well as to replicate the empirical analyses of Gullah (Rickford
1986) and Liberian English (Singler 1989; 1991b).
4.2.1. L,exical Identity of the Head Noun. Reports on the origins, development and present state of plural marking in standard and vernacular
varieties of English suggest that the variable occurrence of -s is highly
dependent on the lexical identity of the noun to which it is affixed. To
ascertain whether this could account for the observed variability in these
data, lexical entries occurring frequently (ten times or more) were distinguished from (the vast majority of) singletons.
4.2.2. I,exical Class of Noun in Question. Another feature widely acknowledged to condition the variable occurrence of plural -s in English is the
lexical class of the noun to which it is affixed. The English language, both
modern and early, has at its disposal a process of collectivization expressed
by a @ plural. Some noun classes are purportedly more susceptible to
collectivization than others (Baughan 1958; Curme 1977; Ekwall 1912;
Wyld 1927). Perhaps most salient are (1) the class of gregarious animals
that are wild and/or hunted for food or sport (e.g., gi~affe,lion, bear) and
(2) nouns of weight (e.g., bushel, pound, ton), measure (e.g., year, mile, day),
and monetary denomination (e.g., dollar, cent). Also cited as showing a
propensity toward @ are names of plants, trees, flowers, and fruit (e.g.,
geranium, berry, coconut, banana). Each noun retained in the data was
categorized according to its membership in one of these classes.
4.2.3. T-ljpe of Nominal Reference. The major factor responsible for variation in plural marking in creoles is type of nominal reference. A key
difference is that creoles d o not assign an overt mark to nouns with generic,
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and by some accounts (Alleyne 1980; Dijkhoff 1983), other indefinite,
reference, whereas in standard English, nouns are not differentiated in this
regard.I2Despite recurrent citations of this effect in the literature, precise
categorization of nouns with regard to referential status is much more
complex than generally acknowledged. This is especially true of nonspecific nouns which, depending on scope considerations, sustain readings
with varying DEGREES of indefiniteness. Using a combination of syntactic
criteria (Huddleston 1984; Mufivene 1986) and information from prescriptive and descriptive grammars Uespersen 1965; Quirk et al. 1972; 1985),we
devised an elaborate coding protocol which allowed us to categorize all the
nouns in the data base con~istently.'~
Nouns coded as definite were modified by a possessive, a demonstrative
(them/those/these), the definite article (when used with definite reference),
and/or had been previously mentioned in the discourse. Also included
here are (1) numeric quantifiers co-occurring with one of the above (e.g.,
the two boys, my two boys), (2) NPs with direct reference (e.g., Okay, girls), and
(3) copular constructions (e.g., Thqr were sisters).
Under generic reference, we included only "pure" generics. These were
generally nouns that were unmodified by determiners, quantifiers, articles
or pronouns, as in ( 1 l a ) . Other contexts, when not otherwise delimited as
definite, were also coded as generic: (1) the vague use of things, times
Uespersen 1965,134-35), (2) the days of the week, (3) nouns in structures
such as all kind of Y where Xwas individuated, (4) nouns modified by all,
adjectives, or combinations thereof, and (5) nouns delimited with indefinite the. In order for the latter to qualify as generic, the noun so delimited
had to be substitutable with its bare counterpart without changing meaning, as in (1l b ) .
11. a. Interviewer: So what did you used to use ONION for?
b. [6] . . .just used THE ONIONS for to cook with. [ANSE/6/474-751

The indefinite category includes the widest range of contexts: (1) numeric quantifiers, (2) other pluralizing quantifiers (e.g., a lot, some), (3)
partitive structures of the type one/some/none/any of the X, and (4) the
indefinite expressions the old days/times.14
Other factors reported to be relevant to a creole plural marking system
include prior number disambiguation within the NP headed by the noun
in question and whether or not the referent is viewed by the speaker as a
denumerable entity. Thus, each noun was also coded according to (1)
whether its NP contained a transparent indication of number, such as a
pluralizing determiner (e.g., numeral, demonstrative) and (2) whether it
was individuated, insofar as this was indicated by the choice of determiner.
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Despite considerable effort invested in the attempt to correctly capture
the nuances of different types of nominal reference, it turns out to be
impossible to assess the true effect of this factor group as described above on
variability in plural marking once it is combined in a multivariate analysis
with the factors of disambiguation and individuation. This is because these
factors are extremely dependent upon each other. Table 3 displays the
highly skewed distribution of data across contexts of reference and determination. Observe that nouns delimited by demonstratives and possessives
also have definite reference, those delimited by [t numeric, + individuating] or [- numeric, + individuating] quantifiers fall into the category of
indefinites, while those with no determiner tend to be generics.'"
4.2.4. NP Constituency To alleviate this problem, we combined reference
and determination into a single factor group referred to as "NP constituency," which contains all the distinctions well-represented in the data. This
is an operationalization of Mufwene's predictions in figure 1, originally
presented by Singler in his analyses of plural marking in Liberian English
(Singler 1991a) and Liberian Settler English (Singler 1989).We replicate it
here, first to enhance comparability but also because the poor data distribution (inherent in the language) displayed in table 3 actually precludes
any other coding scheme. Here nouns are basically categorized according
to prenominal modification, with the exception of generics, which may
occur in bare or determined form. The factors may then be regrouped to
examine the effects of disambiguation, individuation, and nominal reference, as we do below.
4.2.5. Phonological Conditioning. According to a (somewhat controversial)
tradition in AAVE studies, a phonological effect on a morphological marker
is interpreted to mean that the latter is present in the underlying system.
Although we have seen the status of phonological conditioning on plural

TABLE
3
Distribution of Data across Contexts of Reference and Determination
(all corpora combined; N = 2,452)
[+ numeric, + individuating] Q
[- numeric, + individuating] Q

Partitive
Definite Article
Demonstrative
Possessive
No determiner

L)c.finite
7%
7%
6%
78%
100%
100%
10%

Indefinite
93%
93%
80%
20%

Gnm'c

23%

67%

-

-

1%
14%
2%

-
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-s in AAVE to be inconclusive (section 3 ) , we examine this factor for two
reasons. First, in a previous analysis of the homophonous verbal -s morpheme (on which AAVE research had also proved inconclusive), we nonetheless found phonological effects to be significant (Poplackand Tagliamonte
1989). Second, two varieties characterized as English-based creoles (Gullah
and Liberian Settler English) were found, on the basis of empirical analysis,
to exhibit phonological conditioning (Rickford 1986; Singler 1989).Analysis of the environmental effect of preceding and following phonological
contexts should thus provide valuable comparative information on the
nature of this variable process.

Table 4 gives the results of a variable rule analysis (Rand and Sankoff
1990) of the contribution of phonological and semantic factors to the
probability the plural marker will surface as 0 in three varieties of early
black English.16
We first observe the by-now familiar finding that nonsibilant consonants,
in both preceding and following environments, favor the 0 plural, while
vowels disfavor. This behavior, identical to that found for the homophonous
third-person singular -s marker in these same varieties (Poplack and
Tagliamonte 1989), is consistent with the phonotactic principles of many
varieties of AAVE and English-based creoles, which tend to avoid syllablefinal clusters and (to a lesser extent) syllable-final consonants. A much
greater effect is exercised by the factor we have referred to as NPconstituenq.
Table 4 shows that the only contexts that had been predicted (in table 2) to
co-occur with an overt plural marker in creoles-that is, the definite article
and the possessive-show a marked tendency to retain -s in these data as
well. But the fact that nouns with generic reference (the "bare" categorypar
excellencein creoles) cluster among the factors with the lowest probabilities
of @pluralin each of the data sets precludes ascribing the variability in our
materials to the creole predictions of table 2. Nor do the results correspond
in any immediately evident way to what would be expected of standard
English, as we shall see in section 6 below. Yet the effect of NP constituency
on plural marking is not only robust but in fact the most significant in each
data set, so we must ascertain how to interpret it.

We observed earlier that, in standard English, count nouns with plural
reference should be morphologically marked. This is not strictly true. In
fact, there are at least five sources of 0 plural, which, if not specifically

-S OR NOTHING

241

PREDICTED by the standard English number system, are NOT INCONSISTENT
with it. We now review whether these have an effect on variability in the
morphological expression of plural in our data.

6.1. THEDEFINITE/INDEFINITE EFFECT. In stardard English, the surface
morphology of a head noun usually indicates whether it is plural by a
contrast of form; when this is not the case (as with nouns like those in table
I ) , recourse must be made to its syntactic context. In many languages, not
only is the NP reference named by its head, but the NP also contains a
T A B L E4
Variable Rule Analysis of the Contribution of Factors Selected as Significant
to the Probability of 0 Plural in Saman5 English (SE) , the Ex-Slave
Recordings (ESR), and African Nova Scotian English (ANSE)
SE
.22
Factor
Weight N
PRECEDING
PHONOLOGICAL
SEGMENT
.56
951
Nonsibilant consonant
Sibilant consonant
.56
71
Vowel
.44
650
Corrected Mean

FOLLOWING
PHONOLOG~CAL
SEGMENT
.62
Consonant
Vowel
.46
Pause
.43

ESR
.24
Factor
Weight N

ANSE:
.34
Factor
Weight N

451
436
562

LEXICAL
CLASS
General noun
Noun of weight/measure
NP CONSTITUENCY
[tnumeric, +individuating] Q
Partitive quantifier
[-numeric, +individuating] Q
Demonstrative
Definite article
Generic
Possessive
FACTORS
NOT SELECTED
Semantic classification
Preceding phonological segment

571
76
279
62
225
246
109

.42
.33

x

x

x

* Factor weights enclosed in square brackets were not selected as significant to
the probability of 0 plural by the stepwise multiple regression procedure. Although there are not enough data to rigorously establish statistical significance for
these factors, we include them because they suggest further confirmation of the
remarkable similarities across varieties.
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constituent that identifies its salient characteristic; in English this is its
number (Allan 1976). In effect, English requires that the countability of
the NP reference be known, a requirement that affects NP constituency
through application of a disambiguation rule, which states: "If his listeners
do not already know the countability of the NP reference, the speaker must
make it known to them" (Allan 1976).
Where the speakerjudges that her listeners are already aware of the NP
reference (either because of previous mention or general knowledge), she
uses a definite NP; otherwise the NP will be indefinite. Since awareness of
the NP reference entails awareness of its countability, plural indefinites
(which indicate that the speakerjudges the audience not to be aware of the
NP reference prior to this occasion of mentioning it) are typically morphologically marked as countable. Translating this observation into variable
terms, we may predict that indefinites will be marked more frequently than
definites. Table 5 examines this prediction by replacing the factor of "NP
Constituency" with "Type of Nominal Reference."" In none of the corpora,

T A B L E5
Variable Rule Analysis of the Contribution of Factors, Including Type
of Nominal Reference, Selected as Significant to the Probability of 0 Plural
in Samani English (SE), the Ex-Slave Recordings (ESR) ,
and African Nova Scotian English (ANSE)

SE
.22
Factor
Weight N
PRECEDING
PHONOI.OGICAL
SEGMENT
.55
951
Nonsibilant consonant
Sibilant consonant
.56
71
Vowel
.42
650
Corrected Mean

FOLLOWING
PHONOLOGICAL
SEGMENT
.62
Consonant
.46
Vowel
.44
Pause

451
436
562

ESR
.24
Factor
Weight N

.58
.27
.45

198
28
201

.53
.37
.65

91
151
122

A NSE
.34
Factor
Wezght N

.71
.41
.46

292
501
429

TWEOF NOMINAL
REFERENCE
Indefinite
Definite
Generic
FACTORS
NOT SELECTED
Lexical Class
Type of nominal reference
Preceding phonological segment

x
x

x

x
x
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however, is definite reference distinguished from indefinite in terms of
overt plural marking probabilities.
We noted in section 2 that nouns
6.2. THEINDIVIDUATION/SALIENCY EFFECT.
may alternate between individuated and nonindividuated uses in creoles.
Actually, to a large extent, the same is also true of standard English.
Whether the referent is being picked out as an ensemble (nonindividuated)
or a set of denumerable entities (individuated) is basically revealed in
standard English through selection of a quantifier, such that the set of
numerals and individuating quantifiers co-occurs, almost without exception, with individuated nouns. The strength of this constraint is such that
an individuating determiner is capable of changing the interpretation of
mass nouns, as in (12).
12. We shall have TWO WINES:
a rouge and a blanc. [Allan 1980,5561

This observation, in conjunction with the principle of saliency (Lemle
and Naro 1977), would lead us to expect more overt marking in individuated contexts-that is, those including [+ numeric, + individuating] quantifiers, [- numeric, + individuating] quantifiers (many, several), and pluralizing demonstratives (them/these/those). The shaded portion of table 4 shows
the probabilities of @pluralfor individuating determiners. Contrary to the
expectation just enunciated, however, these are actually associated with the
highest rates of @plural.The constraint hierarchy in table 4 thus does not
reflect the pattern that could be expected of variable @-markingof plural
in English.
6.3. THECOLLECTIVIZING EFFECT.
The only exceptions of which we are aware
to the observation that pluralizing individuating determiners co-occur with
marked count nouns in standard English proceed from the process known
as "collectivizing" (Allan 1976), whereby nouns are used in the "singular"
form for plural reference (13a), and with plural concord (13b), despite the
fact that a "regular" (i.e., inflected) plural form may coexist. Collectivization is said to be strictly limited to the class of nouns referring to birds and
animals that are or were hunted for food or sport (but not as vermin)and, even here, to contexts of hunting or conservation (Allan 1976, 99).
This is also exemplified in (13).
13. a. We bagged three ELEPHANT@ that day. [Allan 1976, 1021
b. The HERD@ WERE grazing peacefully when a lion disturbed them.
[Allan 1980, 5501

The reader will note that, with the exception of the constraint on its
application to animals hunted for food or sport, the standard English
collectivized plurals in (13) look remarkably like the African Nova Scotian
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English examples in (1). In fact, as indicated in section 1, the singular (0)
form for plural reference dates back to the Old English neuter inflection,
whose form is said to have spread to these contexts with a new meaning of
collectivity (Curme 1977, 117). Thus, it is entirely possible that this process
has been extended, in the African-American English varieties, to still other
contexts, such as those in (1). If this is the case, collectivization should be
favored in at least one of the source contexts.
Table 6 displays the distribution of e) plural in the nouns in our data
coded according to their membership in classes like weight/measure,
hunted animals, and plants. It is perhaps not surprising that such contexts
are exceedingly rare in the data, but 0 plurals are also very sparse within
them. We conclude that the process of collectivization is not the source of
the 0 plurals in our data.
6.4. THELEXICAL EFFECT. A final (cross-cutting) factor that interferes with
any straightforward account of plural marking in standard English is that
different nouns have different countability preferences, with the result that
certain lexical items are traditionally cited as occurring in unmarked form.
The best-documented feature in this regard in nonstandard dialects of
English is the uninflected plural after numerals in nouns of weight, measure, and monetary denomination, as in the examples in (14), taken from
a corpus ofwhite Nova Scotian English (Poplack and Tagliamonte 1991). It
has been attested generally for American (e.g., Fries 1940; Marckwardt
1958; McDavid and McDavid 1960; 1964; Mencken 1971), and for British
English (e.g., Wakelin 1977; Hughes and Trudgill 1979), as well as in
specific dialects like Appalachian (Wolfram and Christian 1976), East
Tennessee Folk Speech (Pederson 1983),and Cockney (Wright 1961,115).
To judge by these sources, plural absence is limited almost exclusively to
the lexical itemsfoot, mile, yea? gallon, pound, bushel, and month. Inch, ton,
houl; week, dollal; and cent are cited sporadically.
14. a. I had to go about twenty MILE@ into Swift Current. [WNSE/JG/lA]
b. I . . . paid twenty five DOLLAR@ for the dress and ten DO~.I;\R@ for the
ring. [ANSE/8/87-891
c. I'm a hundred YEARS old and I don't owe nobody five CEN rs. . . . [ESR/
8/25-26]

Tables 4 and 6 show that this effect is NOT characteristic of the early black
English varieties, where, if anything, nouns of weight and measure are
marked MORE than other nouns. This is not to say that there are no
individual lexical preferences for e) plural. Table 7 lists those nouns that
occurred frequently (more than ten times) and evidenced a high propensity (more than 50%) for 0 plural in our data sets, and it compares them
with those cited for other varieties. Seven words with a tendency toward @
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marking appear in more than one variety: mile, (United) State, time, hand,
dolla7; cent, and yea?:
In summary, there is no clear evidence that any of the abovementioned
sources of e) plural in standard English can be appealed to in explaining
the observed variability in the early black English varieties, with the possible exception of the factor of countability preferences. We return to this
issue in section 8 below.
T A B L E6
Distribution of 0 Plurals by Factor Compared to All Kouns Featuring that Factor
in Samani English (SE), the Ex-Slave Recordings (ESR), African Nova Scotian
English (AhTSE),and White Kova Scotian English (WNSE)

0 corpus

A NSE
% %in
0 corpus

WSE
% %in
0 corpus*

55
43
4

46
47
7

60
34
6

58
37
6

88
4
8

54
41
6

FOLLOWING
PHONOLOGICAI.
SEGMENT
Consonant
38 27
35 39
Vowel
27 34
Pause

23
32
45

21
50
29

34
40
27

22
47
32

25
50
25

23
46
32

LEXICAL
CLASS
Other nouns
71
Nouns ofweight/measure 22
7
Plants
Hunted animals
-

-

74
23
3
1

76
22
1
1

75
17
6
1

74
18
7
1

63
38
-

72
22
5
1

36
5

35
6

29
5

23
8

26
5

18
4
14
16
7

11
14
10
10
14

7
10
10
28
12

11
17
13
20
9

10
17
26
12

SE
%in
0 corpus
PRECEDING
PHONOLOGICAL
SEGMENT
66 57
Nonsibilant consonant
29 39
Vowel
Sibilant consonant
5
4

%

66
27
7

ESR

% %in

DEFINITENESS
Indefinite
Definite
Generic
TWEOF NOMINAL
REFERENCE
[+ numeric,
+individuating] Q
38
Partitive Q
19
[- numeric,
+ individuating] Q
6
Demonstrative
4
Definite article
4
Generic
14
Possessive
5

9

2

38 30
1 5
4
13

0
21
4

14
8
11
23
10

* The number of nouns in Mi?\JSE is estimated using a procedure discussed in
section 9.
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What then is the explanation for the robust effect of NP constituency?
Table 8 again reproduces from table 4 the probabilities of @ plural associated with the factors making up the NP constituency group, this time
grouped according to the factor of (local) disambiguation. The table shows
that the nouns least likely to surface with a @pluralare those appearing in
number-neutral syntactic contexts, that is, those that co-occur freely with
singular or plural inflections and thus cannot themselves disambiguate
number reference. These include nouns modified by a definite article or
possessive or those with no determiners, like most generics. On the other
hand, in contexts in which number delimitation is expressed independently
of the plural affix (those including numerals or [-numeric,+ individuating]
quantifiers), the marker is deleted more frequently. Note that although the
individual factor weights may vary from dialect to dialect, a comparison of

T A B L E7
Frequent Nouns ( l o t tokens) with High (> 50%) Propensity for 0 Plural
in Saman5 English (SE), the Ex-Slave Recordings (ESR), and African
Nova Scotian English (ANSE), Compared with High 0 Plural Nouns
in Other Varieties of African-American English
SE

kind
mile
State
time
thing
parent
hand
teacher
bean
one
name
dollar
posters
cent
year
movie
head

ESK

ANSE

Ex-Slave Harlem
Detroit Washington
Narratives
Kessler
Schneider Labov et al. Wolfram
(1989)
( 1 968)
(1969)
(1972)
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factor weights relative to each other WITHIN each dialect reveals that there is
a clear distinction between the weights for nouns that are disambiguated
and those that are not, with ALL of the former favoring e) plural more than
the latter. A major source of the observed variability, then, is functional: the
plural marker is affixed to a noun when plurality has not been otherwise
overtly expressed in the clause containing it.
7.1. FUNCTIONALISM
AND T H E CREOLE
HYPOTHESIS.
NOW, the factor of
disambiguation-more specifically, local disambiguation-plays an important role in the plural marking predictions (Bickerton 1975, Dijkhoff 1983,
Mufwene 1986, Rickford 1986) for creoles. To what extent does the early
black English pattern depicted in table 8 mirror those predictions? There is
at least one critical difference. Under a strict local disambiguation system,
generics (which tend to surface undetermined) should show high rates of
morphological marking, as in fact they do in these materials. But in creoles,
the opposite is predicted. Indeed, the only way to distinguish between a
garden-variety disambiguation system and the creole local disambiguation
system is through the behavior of generics. Interestingly enough, when
Singler (1989) operationalized and tested Mufwene's predictions (shown
in table 2) on the Liberian English creole continuum, as well as on the
diaspora variety Liberian Settler English, he found that they basically did
not hold. But it was the behavior of generics throughout the Liberian
continuum as well as with the three Settlers Singler studied that led him to
observe that "in retaining a tendency to avoid marking generic nouns as
plural, Liberian Settler English displays a creole characteristic" (58).
The key question is where this characteristic originated. Singler (1989,
58) suggests that Liberian Settler English plural marking patterns "were not
T A B L F8.
Variable Rule Analysis of the Contribution of NP Constituency Factors in Samana
English (SE), the Ex-Slave Recordings (ESR) and African Nova Scotian English
(ANSE), Grouped according to Disambiguation, to the Probability of e) Plural
(reproduced from table 4)

NP Constituency
+ individuating] Q
Partitive Q
[- numeric, + individuating] Q
Demonstrative
Definite article
Generic
Possessive
[+ numeric,

+ disambig.
+ disambig.
+ disambig.

+ disambig.
- disambig.
- disambig.
- disambig.

SE:

.60
.54
.49
.46
.43
.42
.33

ESR
.63
.59
.67
.62
.54
.24
.57

ANSE
.62
.66
.55
.70
.37
.41
.40
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acquired by the Settlers once they arrived in Liberia, but had instead come
with them from the United States" (59). Now the properties of Liberian
Settler English are of vital interest to us in this connection by virtue of its
status as another diaspora variety of African-American English that was
transplanted to Liberia at about the same time as its counterparts to Samani
and Nova Scotia. If most features of Liberian Settler plural marking came
from the United States, it would be reasonable to expect that not only the
other members of the diaspora cohort, but especially the Ex-Slave Recordings, should share at least some of them. It will thus be instructive to
compare the effect of NP constituency on plural marking in the Liberian
varieties and the three we have examined here (figures 2 and 3).
Figure 2 displays graphically, for Samani English, African Nova Scotian
English, and the Ex-Slave Recordings, the functional effect described
above: determiners functioning as plural disambiguators on the local level
are clustered on the left, hovering around 55% 0 plural. Number-neutral
determiners (the definite article and possessive pronoun) along with undetermined (generic) nouns, appear to the right, averaging about 35% 0
plural. In the Liberian materials, on the other hand, there is no clear
evidence of such a distinction. Rather, in Liberian English, even at the
acrolectal level, numeric determiners and generics are associated with high
probabilities of 0 plural, possessives with low probabilities, and everything
else is in the middle, as already pointed out by Singler. Liberian Settler
English shows neither the possessive effect, nor the numeric effect, only the
high rates of 0 plural on nouns with generic reference-the
"creole
characteristic."

We may now return to the question of whether the patterns of plural
marking displayed in figure 2 were acquired after the ancestors of our
informants left the United States in the early nineteenth century. Comparative reconstruction involves comparing features (in this case, patterns)
of (putatively) related varieties and drawing conclusions about their common ancestor. We have shown that the factors (and associated constraint
hierarchies) conditioning the variable occurrence of -sare parallel across
all three of the varieties we have studied here. But we have not yet ruled out
the possibility of borrowing posterior to settlement in the diaspora. Accordingly, we examined a few thousand semantically plural nouns in the white
Nova Scotian English (WNSE) vernacular spoken in areas surrounding the
African Nova Scotian communities. The number of deleted plural -s is
vanishingly small, not exceeding about 1% of the WNSE data. We therefore
coded only the 24 instances where the marker was absent. Despite this
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FIGURE
2
Probability of 0Plural according to NP Constituency in Samanfi English (SE),
the Ex-Slave Recordings (ESR), and African Nova Scotian English (ANSE)
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FIGURE
3
Probability of 0Plural according to NP Constituency in Liberian English,
Acrolectal Liberian English and Liberian Settler English
(abstracted from Singler 1989, table 8; 1991, tables 36.2 and 36.11)
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absence of "nonapplications," it is nonetheless tempting to compare the
behavior of these @pluralswith their (far more numerous) counterparts in
ANSE. Under the assumption that the factors making up the contexts we
have examined will be distributed in the same way across the corpora (i.e.,
that the proportion of nonsibilant consonants, for example, will not differ
from data set to data set),we can estimate the proportion of nonapplications
of plural marker deletion in white Nova Scotian English, for which we have
coded only the zeroes. Table 6 displays the results. In interpreting them we
note that if a particular factor has no effect on @ plural, the proportion of
zeroes associated with it (represented as "%@" in table 6) should approximate the proportion the tokens featuring that factor represent of the data
(represented as "% in corpus").
The exercise reveals some interesting differences. First, in contrast to
the African varieties, white Nova Scotian English displays a much stronger
effect of preceding phonological conditioning, such that deletion is basically limited to the post-consonantal context. In other words, the process
involved here is strictly cluster avoidance. In further contrast, white Nova
Scotian English shows no effect of following phonological environment,
since the proportion of @'sin these contexts parallels the proportion the
contexts represent of the data.
Moreover, as would be expected from reports on this phenomenon in
grammars of English throughout the history of the language, in white Nova
Scotian English, @ plurals are twice as likely to occur in nouns of weight
and measure as in other nouns (63%of the 0's are distributed across the
class of ordinary nouns, which make up 72% of the corpus, whereas the
remaining 38% of the @pluralsare concentrated in nouns of weight and
measure, which in turn account for only 22% of the nouns in the corpus).
This means that a noun of weight and measure in white Nova Scotian
English has more than twice the chance of surfacing in unmarked form as
any other noun.Is The early black English varieties, as we have noted above,
show no such distinction. In addition to vast differences in overall rate,
then, African Nova Scotian English also differs from its neighbors in the
phonological details conditioning the appearance of @plural,as well as in
its behavior vis-a-vis the most widely cited exception to the standard English
rule of inflectional plural marking-that involving nouns of weight and
measure. These differences suggest that the present patterning of plural
marking in ANSE has been resistant to postmigration influence from white
Nova Scotian English. The similarities between ANSE and the other diaspora
variety on the one hand, and between both of these and the prototype
variety on the other, not only in overall rate of @plural,but, more important, in the hierarchy of constraints conditioning its appearance, suggest
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that these patterns of plural marking predated the diaspora; that is, they
formed part of the language(s) spoken by African Americans prior to
migration from the United States.

Summarizing, in the three early black English varieties studied here we
find plural marking via -s was far more variable than in contemporary
AAVE. We have attempted in this article to uncover the source of that
variability. Our findings indicate that despite deletion rates far in excess of
what is reported today, a robust system of plural marking was already in
place. Motivating that system was the rule:
R1. Mark semantically plural regular count nouns with -s.

Competing with this rule was the well-documented African-American
English phonological tendency to omit those -s's where their presence
would result in a syllable-final cluster, or, to a lesser extent, consonant. And
cross-cutting these was the functional rule:
R2. Make the number reference of the NP known when not otherwise
overtly expressed clause-internally.

This type of interplay between (morpho-)phonological reduction and
function is a well-documented process in language and is independent of
the origin of the plural-marking rule as English or creole.
We now return to the question of the origin of these rules. To the extent
that they can be characterized as language-specific, there is certainly a
precedent for them in the English language. The historical record leaves
no doubt that the @plural was once a fully viable entity in English in its
capacity as neuter inflection (as detailed in section 1). Though this plural
type is claimed to have merged with its more productive counterpart in -sby
the Middle English period, it is equally clear that an important residue of
forms remained recalcitrant, constituting a source of embarrassment for
the grammarian. Indeed, perusal of grammars of English, whether early or
modern, confirms that the @ variant is always featured in treatments of
plural marking. Three explanations are offered for its persistence, one
invoking word-class membership, a second attributing it to determiner
type, and the third endowing it with a "new" meaning (i.e., collectivization). We review each of these in turn.
We have cited the special relationship between @ plural and nouns of
weight and measure repeatedly in this paper. But why lack of inflection
should be thus restricted remains unclear. McDavid and McDavid (1964,
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115) note, for the eight nouns on which the Linguistic Atlas provides
evidence (i.e., rod, yea? foot, mile, head, pound, bushel, yoke), that none
originated from the Old English masculine declension, from whose -as
plural the contemporary -s inflection derives. The frequency of nouns of
measure would have made them resistant to the subsequent merger in
which the other declensions participated, according to these authors. Of
course this explanation cannot account for the facts that (1) nouns of
measure not belonging to this closed set do not tend to be cited as occurring
uninflected in the prescriptive literature, and (2) other equally frequent
but nonmeasure nouns are not reported to occur without -s either.
Other scholars attribute the absence of inflection to the preceding
numeral (e.g., Marckwardt 1958, 147, Wright 1905, 115) with no explicit
reference to the measurement criterion, although interestingly enough,
the illustrations they provide all consist of such nouns. If our own materials
are any indication, this is because numeric determiners and nouns of
weight and measure are highly correlated, such that the latter rarely occur
without the former, rendering their individual effects inaccessible to nonscientific observation. No explicit explanation has been offered for the role
of the preceding numeral in the absence of the plural inflection in vernacular white English, although a common-sense "functional" explanation
of the type already appealed to for early black English would seem equally
appropriate here. Indeed, there is a clear precedent for this type of pattern
in the history of English, though this was not invoked by any of the
grammarians citing the contemporary forms. In Old English, the nominative and accusative plural case forms were often identical to their singular
counterparts, such that plurality was frequently expressed by the plural
form of the adjective preceding the noun, imbuing this adjective with the
additional role of indicating the number and case of the noun (Curme
1977, 145). According to Curme, once the noun acquired a "clear" (i.e., -s)
plural form, there was no longer any "need" to inflect the adjective.
The final explanation relates to collectivization, which, as noted in
section 6.3 above, refers to the process by which superficially singular
nouns are used for plural reference. We know that the singular (e)) form
for plural reference is a vestige of the Old English neuter inflection.
Though only two of the original class of neuters preserve their bare plural
form today (dee? sheep), it has been suggested that modern @ plurals on
nouns of measure are also a reflex of this inflection (Wyld 1927, 245;
Curme 1977, 116). Curme links the spread of the 4) plural on such nouns
with a new meaning of collectivity (117). Though the use of @ plural with
terms of measure has disappeared from the standard language (while of
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course perduring in the colloquial), in other directions he considers the
"old" @pluralwith the "new" (collective) meaning to be flourishing vigorously: he interprets the plural in -s as individuating, while the @ plural, "in
accordance with its apparently singular form, is invested with collective
force" (541).
Now the process of collectivization has the intriguing property of being
inaccessible to the linguist, at least insofar as early black English is concerned: it is indistinguishable morphologically from the singular because it
bears no overt inflection. Verbal concord cannot be appealed to for number disambiguation because this is variable as well. The sole criterion
remaining is whether the speaker viewed the referent as denumerable, a
datum which cannot be recovered. Invoking it as the explanation for
uninflected plural (as do many prescriptive and descriptive grammarians)
is entirely circular. Moreover, the possibility of collectivizing should presumably apply to any noun capable of being interpreted by a speaker as
nonindividuated. Notwithstanding, collectivization is said to be strictly
limited to a small number of noun classes, differing somewhat depending
on the account, but usually including those denoting gregarious animals,
(sheep, deq swine), fish (haddock, mackerel, salmon), and a few birds (mallard,
partridge, teal), many of which were reportedly already attested with @
plurals in Middle English (Ekwall1975).The oplural is said to have gained
considerable ground in the course of the Modern English period, spreading both to additional members of the abovementioned classes as well as to
the class of quadrupeds hunted for their flesh or hide (91).
It should now be apparent from the above remarks that the "three"
explanations offered for plural marker absence throughout the history of
English are in fact inextricably linked. Assessing the true contribution of
each to plural marker absence in the varieties of English to which the
African-American ancestors of our informants were exposed is far beyond
the scope of the present paper. What is inescapable, however, is that they
included a robust precedent for variability in overt plural marking. Our
findings suggest that this is what made its way into early black English. We
focused in section 8 OII the findings that the precise detail of the conditioning of plural -s deletion in white Nova Scotian English could not be
replicated in either African-Nova Scotian English or our other early black
English varieties. But the other side of the coin is that the main lines of
variability in plural marking are all there. We now review them. The
phonological effect in the African varieties may be viewed as a reflection of
the preference, also observed in white Nova Scotian English, for deleting
plural -swhere this results in cluster simplification (an observation which is
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by no means original to us). The English tendency for @pluralsto cluster in
certain word classes (or to be so reported) is evidenced in the African
varieties, if not by a particular propensity towards @marking in nouns of
weight and measure or those denoting wild or hunted animals, then at least
by an undeniable tendency toward @ forms in particular lexical items, as
demonstrated in table 8 and the discussion in section 5 . The most compelling evidence in favor of the suggestion that the plural marking patterns
observed in our materials were acquired from English, however, comes
from the behavior of the (functional) factor of disambiguation. We noted
earlier that the oft-cited "numeric determiner effect" could itself be construed as functional, a suggestion supported by the fact that as far back as
Old English, prenominal adjectives were already doing double duty as
number markers in at least two nominal declensions. In this context it is
instructive to examine the effect of disambiguation on plural marking in
white Nova Scotian English (see table 6 ) . It is striking to note that a full 76%
of nouns in which -s was deleted, including ALL the nouns of weight and
measure, were disambiguated, whereas the estimates we have made from
our corpora indicate that among nouns with plural reference as a whole,
less than 57% are disambiguated. Disambiguated contexts actually contain
a higher proportion of deleted plurals in white Nova Scotian English than
in the early black English varieties, which show proportions of 67%, 66%,
and 59%, respectively. We may interpret this as further evidence that
disambiguation constraints interact with morphological marking in varieties of English permitting plural marker deletion.
Summarizing, we have observed that the three varieties studied here
show striking similarities, despite having evolved in widely separated parts
of the world for the last century and a half. This, along with a growing body
of other evidence (Poplack and Tagliamonte 1991), militates in favor of a
genetic relationship among them. None shows evidence of a creole system
of number marking, particularly as this is instantiated in the behavior of
generics. Moreover, we have seen that ANSE differs from its geographic
neighbors, not only in overall rate of plural marking, but in at least three
other major ways (two phonological and one lexical). Saman5 English
differs from its neighbors in many more, as they are monolingual speakers
of Caribbean Spanish.'Vhough our ignorance of the exact conditioning
of variable plural marking throughout the history of English hampers any
statement of precisely how the variable plural marking patterns in early
black English arose, our analyses suggest that they should not differ significantly from those that would have been revealed to condition this process
in white English had they been analyzed from a variationist perspective.
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This suggestion is supported by a comparison of the behavior of these
three varieties with regard to present-tense marking. We noted earlier the
puzzling finding that third-person singular (as well as nonconcord) -s was
far more prevalent in early black English than in contemporary AAVE
(Poplack and Tagliamonte 1989),while plural -s appears to have evolved in
the opposite direction, surfacing almost categorically in AAVE. The results
of this study, taken in conjunction with those of Poplack and Tagliamonte
(1989),suggest that these trends are most appropriately interpreted, not as
results of convergence or decreolization, but rather as a reflection of the
state of the English language at the time the ancestors of our informants
were acquiring it. Present tense was marked (by -s) in all persons until at
least the early seventeenth century. Plural -s, on the other hand, admitted
far more 0 expression at earlier stages of English than now. In both cases
the earlier tendencies have persisted in popular dialects of English, as well
as in early black English.
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1. Codes in square brackets identify the speaker and line number in Samank
English (SE), the Ex-Slave Recordings (ESR),African Nova Scotian English (ANSE),
and white Nova Scotian English (WNSE).
2. See Poplack and Tagliamonte (1991) for detailed justification of the claim
that ESR, ANSE, and WNSE are indeed precursors of contemporary AAVE.
3. Concomitantly, -esbecame -ez through regular sound change, after which the
[el was syncopated except after sibilants, eventually giving rise to the contemporary
plural marker with its allomorphs [z, s , az] (Barber 1976, 198;Wyld 1927,8).In the
late fifteenth century, there Aexisted plurals in -s (those having undergone early
syncope), with plurals in -z (those having undergone late syncope), regardless of
the voicing status of the preceding segment. By the sixteenth century, the current
distribution became regularized, with [az] persisting only in words in which syncope had not taken place (Barber 1976, 198).
4. Brethren and children are actually double plurals, having undergone mutation
as well as affixation.
5. Ekwall (1975, 90) cites swine as a vestige of the neuter plurals as well.
6. Alleyne suggests that both types of plural formation were inherited from West
African languages.
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7. Dijkhoff also distinguishes between the particularly creole notions of "straight"
plurality and "group" or associative plurality. In the latter, which only applies to
existentially presupposed NPs, the plural marker indicates that "a certain group of
persons, objects, or syntactic categories belong together." In this case the plural
marker has scope over more than one noun.
8. Mufwene (1986, 36) would also qualify individuated nouns with singular
reference as marked (with [@I),but given our present focus on marking of nouns
with plural reference, this characterization need not concern us further here.
9. See Tagliamonte and Poplack (1993) for the methodological dangers inherent in comparing differing systems.
10. We refer specifically to generics and what Dijkhoff (1983) calls disambiguated indefinites, both of which are predicted to be marked with @ in creoles.
11. Only local disambiguation is considered to affect plural marking in creoles,
whereas in standard English, disambiguation, whether local or global, should have
no effect.
12. We refer here to the undetermined plural nouns which fall within the
variable context for inflection with -s.
13. The ultimate referential interpretation of a noun depends, of course, more
on the general properties of the discourse containing it than on the form of the NP
itself. Here we simply detail the syntactic contexts that tend to co-occur with the
three reference types we distinguished.
14. In the (relatively rare) cases in which the NP contains more than one of
these constructions, one of which normally has definite reference and the other
indefinite (e.g., seven ofthem thing, there was some lot ofchicken thieves, them many years),
definite reference takes precedence. Some indefinites, for example, family and
nationality names (the Shepherd, the Yankee) and the constructions all kind and and
thing (e.g., "Layin' in the window looking at the orchard, at the trees AND THING@."
[ANSE/9/958-59]), were subsequently excluded from the calculations, as per the
discussion in section 4. These evidenced overwhelming preferences for -sor 0, but
each occurred in only one of the corpora and thus distorted comparisons of
categories in which they were involved.
15. This dependence explains the erratic behavior (not shown here) of the
factor of nominal reference in variable rule analyses also containing the factors of
disambiguation and individuation as inferred from type of determiner. It may well
also be responsible for the fact that neither (what we have called) nominal
reference nor type of determiner was selected as significant in Rickford's variable
rule analysis of 128 nouns with plural reference in Mrs. Queen's speech (Rickford
1986).
16. At this stage we take no stand on whether variability in plural marking
results from deletion or insertion. Probabilities of plural marker PRESENCE may be
obtained by formula p = 1 - n, where n = each figure presented in tables 4 and 5.
17. Statistical dependence of the type detailed in section 4.2.3 is not a problem
here since no factors relating to disambiguation or individuation are included in
this analysis.
18. This finding is fully in keeping with McDavid and McDavid's observation
(1964,261) that no region in the United States lacks a concentration of at least one
of the uninflected plurals studied in connection with the Linguistic Atlas research.
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19. Of course this fact in and of itself does not preclude interlingual influence.
Poplack and Sankoff (1987) observed, however, that the extent of Spanish influence in Samana was basically limited to a small number of loanwords. In the type of
contact-induced change Thomason and Kaufman (1988) identify as "borrowing"
(in which foreign features are incorporated into a group's native language), lexical
borrowing is a prerequisite to structural borrowing. The paucity of lexical borrowing from Spanish in Samana English would seem to preclude the possibility of
structural change due to contact with Spanish. Even if contact-induced change
were a viable possibility, it must be rejected on at least two grounds: (1) patterns of
-s deletion in Dominican Spanish (Terrell 1979) are very different from those
described here, and (2) a contact-based explanation for Samana is inconsistent
with its similarities with African Nova Scotian English. The third diaspora variety,
Liberian Settler English, differs from each of the three studied here in showing a
high generic effect. But, then again, so does its neighbor, which is a creole.
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