
Diachronic pathways of definite articles distribution 

 
Definite articles are commonly suggested as an example of an unstable grammatical feature 
(Croft 1996, Wichmann & Holman 2009, Dediu and Levinson 2012, Greenhill et al. 2017). 
Frajzyngier (2008: 18) describes grammatical instability as a system “[i]n which given functional 
distinctions are neutralized in significantly extensive environments”, a situation which may cause 
articles to emerge and subsequently erode from a system. However, the properties promoting 
article emergence, loss, and persistence on a global scale remain unclear. Different linguistic 
features have been posited as the predictors of their distribution – gender marking and nominal 
classifiers, verb typology, topic and focus marking, verb-final word order, flexible word order, 
switch reference (Givón 1978, 1983), ergative alignment (Du Bois 1987, 2017), case marking 
(Comrie 1989), and perfective aspect (Leiss 2000). Empirical studies identified case, verb-final 
word order, flexible subject order, and ergative alignment as potentially robust predictors of the 
absence of definite articles (Evers 2020). These relationships have been explained in the light of 
1) efficiency (case and flexible argument order can serve to mark definiteness and languages 
with these features might be less likely to gain another grammatical means with the similar 
function) and 2) the information status in languages with ergative alignment and verb-final 
languages (A arguments are prototypically definite, and clause-final arguments are prototypically 
indefinite). However, the relationships between the four predictors are complex: case marking is 
typically found in verb-final and flexible word order languages (e.g. Levshina 2021), and many 
ergative languages have case marking. An explicit causal approach is thus required to reveal the 
diachronic processes behind the cross-linguistic distribution of definite articles. 

 
Here we disentangle the causal relationships underlying the synchronic distribution of definite 
articles on a global sample of 1232 languages matched for typological information from 
Grambank (The Grambank Consortium 2022) and the global EDGE tree (Bouckaert et al. 2022). 
We use logistic regression with phylogenetic correction within phylogenetic path analysis in 
phylopath package (van der Bijl 2018) to first establish the existing causal relationships between 
the predictors themselves and then to evaluate how and whether case, word order, and 
ergativity explain the distribution of definite articles.  
 
We find that verb-final languages are more likely to maintain and gain case marking, and 

languages with case marking are likely to develop flexible ordering of core arguments. We use 
this causal model as the basis for several competing models predicting definite articles 
distribution. Out of the tested predictors of definite articles, only verb-final word order proves 
robust on a global sample: articles are more likely to be absent or disappear in verb-final word 
order languages. This suggests that word order dependent preferences for negotiating 
information status primarily shape the evolution of definite articles. The previously observed 
patterns of complementary distribution between 1) definite articles and 2) case, ergative 
alignment, and flexible word order are not supported by causal inference. Instead, these 
suggested relationships might be products of complex interactions between case, word order, 
and ergativity. 
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