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Introduction.   This paper examines the expression of number in Français Populaire Ivorien 

(FPI), as compared to Standard French (SF). FPI differs from SF in several ways, one of 

which is the much freer use of bare nouns. Whereas languages that are spoken in the area 

seem to have influenced the larger availability of bare nouns (Boutin, 2007), we will argue 

that the changes in the patterns of number marking of FPI cannot be traced back to these 

languages. Interestingly,  however, there is a strong parallel with number marking in 

Western Armenian (Bale and Khanjian, 2014), a language that is both historically and 

geographically unrelated. In both systems, an asymmetry can be observed between definite 

and indefinite noun phrases in terms of the interpretation of non-plural marked nouns. 

Following Bale and Khanjian (2014), we will argue that an analysis in terms of Maximize 

Presupposition (Heim, 1991, Sauerland, 2003)  restricted by structurally based alternatives 

(Katzir, 2007) offers a plausible account for the patterns that have emerged, suggesting that 

a structurally restricted theory of competition can predict patterns of language change.  

FPI: the key data.  Contrary to SF, FPI permits the use of bare indefinite noun phrases 

(FPI/ our data):  

(1) a.  Je  vais acheter bic 

  I    go   buy      pen  ‘I am going to buy one or more pens’ 

b. Y  a  souris  ici  dè !  

 there has mouse here PRT ‘There are mice here’ (at least one) 

The bare indefinite noun has a number neutral interpretation. It is also possible to use the 

plural partitive determiner des as in SF (Je vais acheter des bics). The use of des results in 

a strict plural interpretation. 

   In definite contexts, however, the use of plural markers is not optional. As in the case of 

several French-based Creole languages  (Déprez,  2005, Zribi-Hertz and Jean-Louis, 2013), 

the distal marker là,  (as in SF cette dame-là ‘that woman’), is frequently used as a 

determiner/demonstrative-like item in definite noun phrases. In the forms with là, the 

singular determiner can be dropped, without affecting the singular reading. In order to have 

a plural interpretation, les,  originally the plural definite article in SF, is obligatorily 

present: 

(2) a.  J’ai  vu  souris-là    

   I have  seen mouse-LA   ‘I saw the/that mouse’ (one mouse) 

b. J’ai  vu  les  souris-là  

  I have  seen  PL-DEF mice-LA  ‘I saw the/those mice’ (plural) 

A comparison between the data in (1) and (2) raises two questions: 1) why is plural 

marking optional in the case of the indefinite, and obligatory in the definite noun phrase and 

2) why is the meaning of the unmarked form singular in definite noun phrases, while it is 

number neutral in the indefinite noun phrase? We will argue that a comparison with 

Western Armenian sheds light on this issue. 

CROSS-LINGUISTIC COMPARISON.  The asymmetric patterns found in FPI resemble strongly 

the patterns in Western Armenian (WA) recently discussed and analyzed in Bale and 

Khanjian (2014) (B&K). As in the case of FPI, plural marking is optionally present in 

indefinite noun phrases (dəgha ‘boy’ has a number neutral interpretation while dəghaner 

‘boys’ denotes a strict plurality of boys). On the other hand, in definite noun phrases, plural 

marking is obligatory and the absence of plural marking results in a singular interpretation: 



dəgha-n ‘boy-DEF’ is a strict singular, and a plural reading requires the presence of the 

plural morpheme: dəgha-ner-ə ‘boy-PL-DEF’.  Moreover, whereas the form that bears no 

overt number morphology is number neutral in indefinite contexts, it is singular in the 

definite noun phrases. B&K take this to be evidence that a principle such as Maximize 

Presupposition alone cannot account for the data. As the plural marker in WA has a strict 

plural interpretation, its absence should always result in a singular reading for the non-

plural form, given that it is in competition with a strict plural form, and no asymmetry 

would be expected. On the basis of this, B&K argue in favor of a theory of competition that 

is sensitive to structure (Katzir, 2007): the bare noun is not compared to the form with the 

plural marker, because the former is an NP and the latter a NumP. In the absence of a 

competing strict plural form, the bare noun will be interpreted as number neutral.  On the 

other hand, both definite noun phrases are DPs. As a result the plural and the non-plural 

definite forms will be in competition, resulting in a singular reading for the non-plural 

form. 

Back to FPI.  If competition is sensitive to structure, one expects similar asymmetrical 

patterns to surface in language change, and this seems to be exactly what we find in our 

data from FPI. Under the assumption that bare nouns are really bare, while the indefinite 

determiner des would be located in a higher projection (possibly Num), the possibility of 

des N would not influence the meaning of bare N,  resulting in optionality of des on the one 

hand, and number neutrality of the bare noun. Under the assumption that là occupies the 

DP layer (as has been argued for Martinikè and Haïtian Creole, see refs above), one would 

expect the plural form to be in competition with the non-plural form, resulting in a singular 

reading for the non-plural form on the one hand, and obligatory insertion of plural les on 

the other. 

Extensions.  The patterns predicted by a structure-based theory of competition will be 

further discussed and illustrated on the basis of a detailed comparison of the data from FPI 

with Standard French, French-based Creoles (Martinikè and Haïtian Creole, with a la 

marker similar to FPI) and Brazilian Portuguese, a Romance language that, on a par with 

FPI, has the possibility of using bare nouns that are not marked for plural. 
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