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Abstract 

 

A Quantitative Analysis of the Role of Referentiality and DOM in 

Modern Peninsular Spanish 

 

Jesse Lee Abing, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Chiyo Nishida 

 
Differential Object Marking (henceforth, DOM) in Spanish involves the use of the object 
marker a to overtly mark certain direct objects (Juan conoce a la mamá de Pedro.).  The 
literature on this phenomenon is extensive.  Previous typological/functionalist work (e.g. 
Aissen 2003, Croft 2003, von Heusinger and Kaiser 2007) has characterized the 
likelihood of DOM in terms of properties of the direct object including animacy, 
definiteness and specificity.  According to recent grammatical variationist work on 
Mexican Spanish (Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos 2010), these two factors are the 
most highly correlated with overt DOM in Spanish.  While some empirical studies 
corroborate portions of these findings (e.g. von Heusinger 2008), none have provided a 
complete quantified analysis of the entire set of features as discussed in terms of the 
Referentiality Scale (von Heusinger 2008) including specificity and non-argumentals for 
Modern European Spanish.  This empirically-based corpus study investigates the 
distribution of DOM in the 20th and 21st Century European Spanish focusing on the 
features comprising the scales of animacy and referentiality.  The results obtained in this 
study provide evidence that the referential features like specificity and definiteness are 
indeed significant factors that condition DOM along with verb type.  This study also 
sheds light on the validity of the claim made in diachronic work for the systematic spread 
of DOM (e.g. Melis 1995, Laca 2006, von Heusinger and Kaiser 2010). 
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1. Introduction 

This study investigates the phenomenon Differential Object Marking (henceforth, 

DOM) in Spanish, as shown in the examples below, where the appearance of the marker 

a occurs with some direct objects (ex. 1) and not others, (exx. 2 and 3).     

(1) Tenía     mucho  interés   en  conocer  al              misterioso  doctor. 
 had.3SG much   interest  in  meet        DOM.the  mysterious doctor 

‘She had a lot of interest in meeting the mysterious doctor.’  
(Corpus de Referencia del Española Actual (CREA)) 
 

(2) ¿Va              a  necesitar ∅ una interprete?   
  Going.3SG to need             an    interpreter 
 Is he going to need an interpreter? (CREA) 
 
(3) En   el    escritorio vi             ∅    los   papeles. 
 On  the   desk          saw.1SG        the  papers 
 ‘On the desk I saw the papers.’ (CREA) 
 
There is an extensive bibliography of works analyzing this phenomenon.  Generalized 

accounts of what is commonly referred to as accusative a or personal a present the 

critical features for the appearance of DOM to be based on the [+human] and [+specific]1 

qualities of the direct object (Zagona 2002: 13, Acevedo 2009: 161) exemplified in (1).  

In sentence (2), however, the direct object una interprete ‘an interpreter’ is [+human] but 

[-specific] and unmarked, while in (3) los papeles ‘the papers’ is [+specific] but [-human] 

and also unmarked.  Accordingly, it has been widely claimed that when either of these 

features is lacking, the direct object in Standard Spanish is not likely to be a-marked.   
                                                
1 The distinction made by the feature [±human] is fairly straightforward; however, much debate surrounds 
the conceptualization of the latter feature [±specific].  (See Leonetti (2004) and von Heusinger and Kaiser 
(2003) for an overview.)  For purposes of this study I assume specificity, a major feature addressed 
throughout, to refer to whether the expression is “linked or anchored to another expression” in the discourse 
(von Heusinger and Kaiser 2003: 48). In other words, the person or thing referenced is known or 
identifiable to the producer and his or her audience.       
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Contrary to this type of generalization, we readily find examples like (4) and (5) 

below, which begin to illuminate the complexity of the DOM reality: 

(4)  Estaba     en  realidad preparada para asesinar    a         cualquiera  que me 
 Was.1SG in  reality     prepared    for    to murder  DOM  whichever  that me 

preguntara            la   hora.  
asked.3SG.SUBJ  the hour 
‘In reality I was prepared to kill anyone who asked me for the time.’ (CREA) 
 

(5) …los hechos que sugieren        y     apoyan        la   existencia de un fenómeno  
     the facts    that suggest.3PL and support.3PL the existence of  a   phenomenon 
  que  modifica         a          las especies y     que  llamamos evolución biológica. 
 that modifies.3SG  DOM  the species   and that call.1PL   evolution  biological 

‘…the facts that suggest and support the existence of a phenomenon which 
modifies species and that we call biological evolution.’  (CREA) 

 
In (4) the indefinite pronoun cualquiera ‘anyone’ appears a-marked despite being [-

specific].  In terms of specificity, not only is the identity of the referent unknown, the use 

of the subjunctive mood in the relative clause complement to the direct object is a classic 

diagnostic for [-specific] (von Heusinger 2008: 61).  In (5) DOM also occurs with the 

direct object las especies (species) although it is not inherently [+human].  These facts 

coupled with an abundance of literature surrounding the issue demonstrate that while 

these features play an important role in Spanish DOM, they are not the only critical 

factors.  However, despite the efforts of many, the actual critical factors and the precise 

role each plays still elude a general consensus, and reported dialectal differences present 

additional challenges (Company 2002, von Heusinger and Kaiser 2007, Tippets 2011).     

Beyond the basic description of accusative a as a marker which precedes the 

direct object of a sentence when the object is a specific human (or animate, referring to 

pets), the features are often discussed in terms of the properties of the direct object, such 
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as animacy, topicality, specificity and definiteness (e.g. von Heusinger and Kaiser 2003, 

Leonetti 2004) and the lexical semantics of the verb, as related to aspect and telicity (e.g. 

Torrego 1998) and semantic class (e.g. von Heusinger 2008).  Functionalist and 

typological approaches like those of Croft (2003) and Aissen (2003) tend to group related 

individual properties into terms of hierarchies.  For example, the features related to the 

direct object are commonly expressed in terms of the Animacy Scale and the 

Referentiality Scale, as discussed in §3.  And just recently, von Heusinger and Kaiser 

(2010) examine the effects of verb class applying Tsunoda’s Affectedness Scale, as 

discussed in §4.  Hierarchies such as these are employed contiguously to provide insight 

into when and why a direct object appears a-marked and have been useful in analyzing 

the evolutionary development of the marker in diachronic studies (Melis 1995, Company 

2002, and Laca 2006).   

While employing hierarchies in this way has strengthened the theoretical 

arguments for or against the features being analyzed, the debate surrounding the critical 

factors and their relative importance to DOM persists, largely due to the 

multidimensionality of the issue at hand, but also due in part to the nature of the 

methodology generally employed to analyze the conditions.  Although qualitative studies 

have contributed a wealth of insights to the understanding of accusative a, there has been 

little work done to quantify and substantiate the empirical validity of these features, 

specifically for written genres of Modern Peninsular Spanish.  Quantitative studies, 

which examine the proposed relevant features in non-contrived contexts, help to shed 

light on the actual relevance of these features and provide data for comparison.  This 
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particular study presents a quantitative analysis, including a multivational analysis, of 20th 

and 21st Century Peninsular Spanish data from the Corpus de Referencia del Español 

Actual (henceforth, CREA).  In this investigation, I examine several features theoretically 

proposed as critical to DOM, e.g., animacy, specificity, definiteness and verb type, and in 

doing so, find all of these features to be critical to DOM 

The remainder of this report is organized as follows:  In section 2 I review 

previous works analyzing DOM in Spanish, and in section 3, I discuss the hierarchies 

examined in this corpus study: animacy and referentiality. Next, I identify the ground the 

current study aims to cover and present the research questions in Section 4 followed by 

important details pertaining to the methodology and set up of the corpus study in Section 

5.  I present the results from the current study and a discussion of their implications in 

Section 6 and Section 7, respectively.  Finally, I deliver some concluding remarks and 

thoughts on future research in Section 8.  
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2. Literature Review 

The term DOM, first appearing in Bossong (1985), references the notion that 

certain languages, such as Spanish, Hindi and Rumanian, have grammatical devices for 

marking objects that have something to do with specific and non-specific distinction.  In 

the case of Spanish, the marker a appears as a manifestation of an overt accusative Case 

marker preceding the lexical direct object under certain semantic, syntactic and 

discourse-pragmatic conditions (Torrego 1998).  This marker is homophonous with the 

dative Case2 marker a and prepositional a, and the features used to depict its prescriptive 

use along with as its actual distribution are highly debated.   

In a recent variationist study by Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) on 

DOM in spoken Mexican Spanish, they found animacy, definiteness, and 

individualization to be the top three statistically relevant factors.  Other empirical work 

looking at historical data (e.g. Laca 2006, von Heusinger and Kaiser 2010) provide 

additional support for these features, showing that human direct objects with higher 

degrees of referentiality appear a-marked earlier in the language and are generally 

marked at higher rates.  Contrastively, Tippets (2011) does not find features related to 

definiteness or individuation to be statistically relevant to DOM in his varbrul analysis of 

data from spoken Madrid Spanish when compared to the effects of overall animacy of the 

direct object and the direct object’s animacy relative to the lexical subject.   

 

                                                
2 See Torrego (1998) for further discussion on the non-coincidental occurrence of a as an accusative and 
dative object marker.  
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In the subsections to follow we look in detail at previous work related to the study 

of DOM undertaken here in terms of features investigated, methodology employed and 

results attained.  Case by case I detail relevant information from five recent corpus 

studies on DOM in Spanish: three studies of diachronic work analyzing written 

Peninsular Spanish from the 12th to the 19th century and two multivariational analyses of 

spoken Spanish, one which exclusively examines Mexican Spanish and another, which 

presents a comparison of the Spanish of Madrid, Mexico City and Buenos Aires. I 

conclude with a brief summary of the most important findings from the studies reviewed.   

2.1 LACA (2006) 
 

Laca (2006) develops a mostly qualitative evaluation of the diachronic evolution 

of DOM in Spanish based on selected texts from the 12th century to the 19th century.  In 

efforts to corroborate her qualitative discussion, she gathers roughly 150-200 direct 

objects for each period and analyzes them according to animacy and referentiality.  Table 

1 (partially extracted from Table 3 of Laca 2006: 442) presents her findings according to 

three classes: HumDef-Pro, HumInd-Pro , and Hum0, which correspond to [+definite], [-

definite], and bare plurals, respectively: 
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 XII XIV XV XVI XVII XVIII XIX 

HumDef-Pro 36% (36) 55% (66) 58% (65) 70% (122) 86% (136) 85% (53) 96% (76) 

HumInd-Pro 0% (6) 6% (31) 0% (11) 12% (59) 39% (53) 62% (32) 41% (29) 

Hum0 0% (12) 0% (7) 16% (12) 5% (40) 2% (39) 9% (22) 6% (17) 

Table 1:   Distribution of definite, indefinite and bare plural human direct object NPs 
from 12th century to 19th century Spanish (Laca 2006: 442). 
 

Her results show a general increase of a-marking for all three categories from the 12th 

century to the 19th century.  The 19th century data indicates a near obligatory use of a with 

[+definite] NPs (96%) with considerably lower rates for [-definite] NPs (41%) and nearly 

null occurrences with bare plurals (6%).  

2.2 VON HEUSINGER (2008) 
 

Similarly to Laca (2006), von Heusinger (2008) presents data from the 12th 

century to the 19th century.  His analysis serves as an extension of his previous work with 

Kaiser (von Heusinger and Kaiser 2007) where they analyze Bible translations from the 

14th to the 20th century for effects of verbal class on the diachronic evolution of DOM.  

Using Mark Davies’ Corpus del Español (http://www.corpusdelespanol.org), von 

Heusinger (2008) presents the results for two verbs3: matar ‘kill’ type and tomar ‘take’ 

type.  The main purpose of this study is to show a distinction based on verb class in the 

diachronic evolution of DOM.  Tables 2 and 3 present a per verb summary of von 
                                                
3 See also von Heusinger and Kaiser (2007) for further discussion on the division of verb class based on the 
expected animacy of the direct object and the results from their comparison study of Bible translations from 
the 14th century to the 20th century.   
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Heusinger’s (2008) findings in regards to a-marking [+definite] and [-definite] direct 

object NPs.  Table 4 combines the results from both verbs to provide an overall summary 

of differences between definites and indefinites. 

matar 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 18th 19th 
 cent cent cent cent cent cent cent cent 
def +a 50% (26) 50% (24) 43% (23) 70% (20) 67% (21) 90% (20) 86% (22) 95% (21) 
         
indef +a 0% (20) 9% (22) 0% (19) 14% (21) 10% (20) 20% (20) 18% (22) 57% (21) 

Table 2:  Rates of a-marking definite and indefinite human direct objects with matar 
(Corpus del Español)  

  
tomar 12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 18th 19th 
 cent cent cent cent cent cent cent cent 
def +a 30% (46) 49% (49) 50% (32) 61% (23) 86% (7) 67% (3) 71% (7) 88% (17) 
         
indef +a 3% (29) 0% (5) 11% (9) 3% (38) 0% (3) 17% (6) 17% (18) 31% (13) 

Table 3:  Rates of a-marking definite and indefinite human direct objects with tomar 
(Corpus del Español)  
 

matar & 
tomar 

12th 13th 14th 15th 16th 17th 18th 19th 

 cent cent cent cent cent cent cent cent 
def +a 38% (72) 49% (73) 53% (55) 65% (43) 71% (28) 83% (23) 83% (29) 92% (38) 
         
indef +a 2% (49) 7% (27) 4% (28) 7% (59) 9% (23) 19% (26) 18% (40) 47% (34) 

Table 4:   Overall rates of a-marking definite and indefinite human direct objects 
(matar and tomar) (Corpus del Español)  
 

The data here demonstrate an overall increase in the use of a from the 12th to the 19th 

century for: i) both [+definite] and [-definite] groups and ii) both verbs.  19th century data 

show the verb tomar (take) as slightly lagging behind in the [+definite] category (88% vs 

95%) and more so in the [-definite] category (31% vs 57%).  Combining the two groups 
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generates an average rate of 92% for a-marking [+definite] NPs and 47% for [-definite] 

NPs.  Interestingly, neither verb exhibits more than 20% marking of indefinites until the 

19th century, indicating this is a relatively recent transition in the evolution of DOM. 

2.3 VON HEUSINGER AND KAISER (2010) 
 

In von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010), they continue with their quest to determine 

the parameters conditioning the apparent effect of verbal semantics on Spanish DOM.  

This work examines the use of DOM with full [+human] [+definite] and [-definite] direct 

object NPs for three periods in time: 15th century, 17th century, and 19th century using the 

Mark Davies’ Corpus del Español and the Corpus diacrónico del Español of the Real 

Academia Española (henceforth, Corde).  The tokens are collected and the results are 

presented in terms of a verbal class system based on Tsunoda’s (1985) Scale of 

Affectedness.  The class system divides transitive verbs into a five-tier hierarchy based on 

the degree to which the direct object is affected by the semantics of the verb: 1) Direct 

effect on patient, 2) Perception, 3) Pursuit, 4) Knowledge, and 5) Feeling. The verbs 

searched for each are listed in Table 5 along with the relevant rates for a-marking 

[+definite] NPs and [-definite] NPs for the time periods investigated.    
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Tsunoda’s 
Hierarchy 

 

1 
Direct effect on 

patient 
(=Effective 

Action) 

2 
Perception 

 

3 
Pursuit 

4 
Knowledge 

 

5 
Feeling 

 

       

 
 
 

Spanish 
verbs 
per 

category 
 

matar 
‘kill’ 
herir 

‘injur’ 

golpear 
‘hit’ 
tirar 

‘shoot’ 

ver ‘see’ 
oír ‘hear’ 

escuchar 
‘listen’ 
mirar 

‘look at’ 

buscar 
‘look for’ 
esperar 

‘wait for’ 

conocer 
‘know’ 

entender 
‘understand’ 

querer 
‘like, 
want’ 
temer 
‘fear’ 

15TH CENT      

 
 
 
 
 

TOTAL 
 

DEF. 
 

89% (153) 81% (100) 71% (103) 79% (42) 80% (40) 81% (438) 

INDEF. 
 

18% (51) 17% (6) 11% (9) -(0) -(0) 17% (63) 

17TH CENT       
DEF. 

 
91% (123) 95% (149) 78% (105) 73% (66) 94% (62) 88% (505) 

INDEF. 
 

40% (53) 71% (31) 23% (35) 31% (16) 52% (21) 40% (156) 

19TH CENT       
DEF. 

 
98% (135) 97% (231) 93% (110) 90% (68) 97% (73) 96% (617) 

INDEF. 
 

79% (58) 93% (29) 41% (41) 67% (21) 75% (20) 70% (169) 

Table 5:  Affectedness Scale of Tsunoda (1985: 388) with Spanish verbs and 
percentage of a-marking of human definite and indefinite objects for 5 verb 
classes and 3 centuries (von Heusinger and Kaiser 2010: 24-26).  

 
As seen in this table, there is a significant increase in a-marking definites and indefinites 

over time for all verb classes.  We can also see a significant difference between a-

marking definites versus indefinites within each century for each verb class.  Note the 

overall effect for verb class from left to right on Table 6.  The hierarchy attested in this 

study does not hold as hypothesized (Class 1, highest rate to Class 5, lowest rate) but 

instead trends into two generalized groups: Class 1 ACTION, Class 2 PERCEPTION, Class 5 

FEELING > Class 3 PURSUIT, Class 4 KNOWLEDGE.    
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2.4 LIZARRAGA NAVARRO AND MORA-BUSTOS (2010) 
 

Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) analyzed DOM in transitive sentences 

with [+human] and [+animate] direct objects produced in 14 spoken interviews of about 

one (1) hour each from the Proyecto para el Estudio Sociolingüístico del Español de 

España y de América (Preseea).  These particular interviews all belong to the 

sociolinguistic corpus of Mexico City (Lastra y Martín 2000).  From the corpus they 

collected 284 tokens, which was reduced to 257 upon removing personal pronouns and 

proper names for being obligatorily marked4. The results analyzed with the program 

Goldvarb X (Sankoff, Tagliamonte and Smith 2005) show the following features to be 

significant without personal pronouns and proper nouns: [+human], [+definite] and adds 

three more factor groups when personal pronouns and proper names are also included:  

+Singular, +Sentential Modifier, -Modifier.  These findings support the general notion 

that animacy, definiteness, and individuation are of the most critical factors for 

conditioning Spanish DOM.  The results for the significant factor groups are compiled in 

Table 65, and the features shown to condition a-marking are highlighted.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 Two cases of proper names were found but both were cases where the name was interpreted as generic 
kind: Yo leía Kafka/I used to read Kafka. (L N & M-B 2010).  This group was combined with personal 
pronouns in the analysis of the data presented in Table 7. 
5 When removing personal pronouns and proper names, the only group that can be confidently recalculated 
without the original data is the following: Definite 63.8% (171).   
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Mexican Spanish (Spoken) 
No input given, Log likelihood = -150.979, significane=.045 
Variable Variant Dependent Variable 

a-marked:  
  (Total N)        

Factor Weight Range 

Human 55.3% (255) .538 Animacy 
Animate 34.5% (29) .207 

31 

Prop name & 
personal 
pronouns 

91.7% (24) .838 

Definite 64.4% (174) .647 
Indefinite 26.2% (42) .180 

Definiteness 

Bare NP 13.6% (44) .116 

72 

Singular 57% (172) .562 Individuation* 
Plurar 47.3% (112) .405 

16 

Sentential 76.9% (13) .838 
∅modifier 57.4% (148) .530 
Prepositional 52.4% (21) .5906 
Relative 38.3% (47) .384 

Modification  
of NP  
nucleus* 

Adjectival 49.1% (55) .380 

46 

*Not found to be significant factors after personal pronouns and proper names were removed. 

Table 6:  Factors contributing to the use of a in spoken Mexican Spanish.  
 

A summary of the major points and implications from this study of spoken Mexican 

Spanish are listed as follows:  

• The overall percentage of marked [+human] direct object NPs (not including 

personal pronouns or proper names) is 50% (n=228).   

• It  provides  support  for  the  Referentiality  Scale’s  distinction  between 

[+definite] (64%), [‐definite] (26%) and [‐Arg] (14%).   

• The  degrees  of  definiteness  have  a  larger  range  of  factor  weights  than 

animacy  (.72  to  .31),  which  basically  means  that  the  difference  between 

                                                
6 This is not considered to favor a based on a follow up run without proper names and personal pronouns 
where its factor weight is: .481.   
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proper  name  or  definite  NP  and  bare  NP  is  more  influential  in  amarking 

than whether the object is human or animate.  

• It includes the individuation features: singular (57%) and plural (47%) as a 

statistically significant factor for amarking.    

2.5 TIPPETS (2011) 
 
 One final quantitative study, Tippets (2011), also employs a Goldvarb X (Sankoff, 

Tagliamonte, and Smith 2005) analysis of some of the features proposed as relevant to 

DOM following Laca (2006). He compares three distinct regional dialects: Madrid, 

Mexico City, and Buenos Aires using spoken data from the Habla Culta de Buenos Aires 

(HCBA 1987), the Habla Culta de Madrid (HCM 1981), and the Habla Culta de Mexico 

(HCCDM 1980) and reports a significant difference between each of the three dialects for 

overall a-marking (2011: 110): Buenos Aires (39%, n=614), Mexico City (36%, n=470), 

Madrid (33% n=561).  Tippets (2011) reduces the animacy scale to a binary distinction: 

[±animate] and creates an additional category, relative animacy, to include the tripart 

distinction: human > animate > inanimate.  Taking into consideration the methodological 

differences (i.e. oral corpus, includes inanimates, does not distinguish [+human] vs [-

human, +animate] and [-human, -animate] in the same way), Tippets (2011: 12) finds the 

statistically significant factors for Madrid Spanish to be: Relative Animacy (of the direct 

object compared to the subject), Animacy of direct object (animate vs inanimate), and 

Form of DO (proper vs lexical).  Surprisingly, the results do not find significant effect for 

specificity or discourse status (definite vs indefinite).  The exclusion of these groups 
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could, however, have to do with overlap between the categories: Relative Animacy and 

Animacy of the DO.  Finally, Tippets (2011) shows a breakdown of the Madrid results 

for a-marking specific (79%, n=178) and non-specific (66%, n=38) animates.  However, 

running a two-portioned z-test of significant difference, we find the difference between 

specific and nonspecific groups does not reach statistical significance (z=1.73, p=.082) 

for animates, [+human] and [-human, +animate] combined.  

2.6 SUMMARY 
 

The quantitative studies reviewed here present crucial and illustrative data and 

analyses concerning the situation of Spanish DOM.  However, the work on this topic is 

far from complete.  Just recently have studies of this nature begun to emerge, providing a 

collection of data, a means for comparison, and evidence to substantiate or invalidate the 

bounty of proposed theories.  In the three diachronic studies of Peninsular Spanish, we 

see a consistent trend of a-expansion over time and at higher rates for definites as 

compared to indefinites and bare plurals.  von Heusinger (2008) and von Heusinger and 

Kaiser (2010) show a strong effect for verb class, although a motivated classification still 

remains unattested.  The variationist studies using Goldvarb X (Sankoff, Tagliamonte, 

and Smith 2005) to analyze spoken data produce varying results, most likely due to their 

distinct methodological approaches.  However, we can see that these studies corroborate 

the well-known fact that animacy is a major contributor to Spanish DOM.  In Tippets 

(2011), specificity is considered but not found statistically significant for Madrid.  

Despite this fact, he claims that specificity is still an important factor based on the 
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difference in a-marking and non-a-marking [+specific] NPs and [-specific] NPs.  

Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) find personal pronouns, proper names and 

definite direct objects all favor the occurrence of DOM while indefinites and bare plurals 

disfavor its occurrence.  

All of the literature discussed in this section involves the analysis of features 

related to two important hierarchies discussed in the following section: the Animacy 

Scale and the Referentiality Scale, for which a complete account of written Modern 

Peninsular Spanish is still lacking. 
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3. Defining Parameters for Analysis 

In this section, I define the parameters adopted to analyze nominal references and 

discuss their relevance to DOM in Peninsular Spanish, synchronically and diachronically.   

As discussed in the introduction, the use of semantic hierarchies to detail grammars of a 

language is a popular approach employed in functionalist and typological work.   The 

study of Spanish DOM has concentrated on two major hierarchies dealing with the 

nominal properties of the lexical direct object.  In the subsections to follow I present the 

nominal parameters for a-marking direct objects operationalized in this study: i) Animacy 

Scale and ii) Referentiality Scale (von Heusinger 2008), which this study critically 

examines by means of a quantitative corpus study.   

3.1 NOMINAL PARAMETERS FOR A-MARKING     

3.1.1 Animacy  
Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) show animacy ([±animate]) to be the 

most relevant property overall for DOM in Modern Spanish.  Furthermore, when they 

differentiate the feature [+animate] in terms of humanness: [+human, +animate] and 

[+animate, -human], they find the feature [+human] is significantly more a-marked than 

[+animate, -human].  The critical nature of humanness has widely been agreed upon by 

those investigating the topic (Pensado 1995, Torrego 1999, Leonetti 2004, von Heusinger 

and Kaiser 2010).   

(6)  a.  Conozco       *(a)     este  actor.    

    know-1.SG   DOM  this   actor 
  ‘I know this actor.’ 
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 b.  Conozco      (a)        este perro. 
  know-1.SG   DOM  this   
  ‘I know this dog.’ 
 c. Conozco       (*a)     esta película. 
  know-1.SG   DOM  this  movie 
  ‘I know this movie.’ 

Based on the above data, I confine the current study of DOM to the nominal parameter of 

the direct object shown to be the most relevant to all other categories: [+human].  

Controlling for [+human] direct objects, let us now turn our attention to the variants of 

the independent variable, which fall within the scope of referentiality (i.e. definiteness, 

specificity).  

3.1.2 Referentiality  

The next two most relevant features found in Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos 

(2010) were the definiteness and individuation of the direct object.  These features are 

commonly expressed conjointly in a hierarchical scale of features (see Comrie 1975, 

Bossong 1985, Croft 1988, Aissen 2003, and others).  von Heusinger (2008: 5) claims, 

“The main parameter…for the individuation of a noun is referentiality as expressed in the 

Referentiality Scale, which combines definiteness and specificity.”  His version of the 

Referentiality Scale presented in (8) below.  

(8) Referentiality Scale: 
Personal pronoun > proper noun > definite NP > indefinite specific NP > 
indefinite non-specific NP > non-argumental  

 
For Modern Peninsular Spanish, according to von Heusinger (2008), human direct 

objects taking the shape of personal pronouns (ex. 9a) and proper nouns (ex. 9b) are 

obligatorily a-marked and have been since the instantiation of Castilian Spanish.   
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(9) a.   La        oyeron              *(a)         ella.         
       her.CL  hear.3PL.PST  DOM  her 
       ‘They called her.’ 
 b. Oyeron            *(a)         Paco.                    
  hear.3PL.PST DOM  Paco 
  ‘They heard Paco.’ 
    
Personal pronouns and proper nouns are the left-most features of the Referentiality Scale, 

meaning they should be the first groups affected and the first to see levels of obligatory 

marking.  And as Laca (2006) demonstrates, these two groups were a-marked at 

obligatory levels from the 12th century.    Given the state of these two categories and the 

pronominal nature of the accusative personal pronoun ella ‘her’ in (9a) as demonstrated 

by the obligatory doubling of the accusative clitic la ‘her’, neither feature is considered in 

this study of DOM. 

The difference between definites, indefinites and non-argumentals as well as 

between indefinite specifics and indefinite non-specifics and non-argumentals is at the 

front of this investigation.  Along with personal pronouns and proper nouns, some 

definite direct object NPs appeared a-marked in the 12th century and have since reached 

levels of obligatory marking in Modern Spanish, as shown in (10). 

(10) Vi                     *(a)    la    mujer.      (von Heusinger 2008, ex. 4a) 
 saw.1SG.PST  DOM   the woman 
 ‘I saw the woman.’ 

In the sentence above we see the definite direct object taking a-marking obligatorily.  

According to von Heusinger (2008) this development began with a-marking topicalized 

definites and eventually progresses to where nearly all human definites appear a-marked.   
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The term definiteness ([±definite]) in this study is analyzed both as a formal 

feature, determined by the type of determiner heading the phrase and a semantic feature, 

which refers to a uniqueness condition where “the referent of a definite expression 

is…the only entity for which the descriptive content applies” ((Leonetti 2008: 45).  

Unless otherwise indicated, my use of the feature [definite] refers to the formal feature.  

In my corpus search I found the following three types of definite determiners introducing 

the direct object NPs: i) definite article (ex. 11a), possessive adjective (ex. 11b), and 

demonstrative adjective (ex. 11c).   

(11) a.   …el   intento    de  asesinar a         la   primera ministra…  
     the  attempt   of  kill         DOM  the  prime       minister 
  ‘…the attempt to kill the prime minister…’ (CREA) 

 b.    …Balet les                     encargó              asesinar a        su  esposa... 
      Balet them.CL.DAT  order.3SG.PST   kill         DOM his wife 
  ‘…Balet ordered them to kill his wife…’ (CREA) 

 c.    …no   tenemos   el   gusto      de  conocer  a        este señor  italiano… 
                Neg have.1PL the pleasure of   meet      DOM  this mister Italian 
  ‘…we do not have the pleasure of knowing the Italian gentleman…’  

(CREA) 
 

The term definitness as it refers to a uniqueness condition was also analyzed in 

order to examine for a-marking differences between the groups from a semantic point of 

view: [+definite], [-definite], [+generic].  DPs containing a definite article in Spanish can 

be interpreted as generic as well as definite, as in (12).  

(12) a. Para saber         informar       hay que  conocer    al             afectado.  
  for    know.INF  inform.INF   be  that  know.INF DOM.the affected 
  ‘To know how to inform, one must get to know the affected (person(s)).’  

(CREA) 
 b.  Pero yo, encantado con   la   idea de  conocer al              descubridor de  
  but    I     delighted  with  the idea of  meeting  DOM.the discoverer    of 
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América… 
America 
‘But I, delighted with the idea of meeting the discoverer of America…’ 
(CREA) 
 

As Bleam (1999) points out, generics reference a ‘kind’ of entity rather than a unique 

individual.  I distinguish two different types of objects as [+generic] and [+definite].   

Indefinite ([-definite]) NPs appear a-marked chronologically later than definites 

(Laca 2006) and have not reached obligatory marking.  According to the scale, the critical 

feature for a-marking indefinites is specificity, where a-marking is obligatory with 

specific indefinites, as in (13a) and optional or unacceptable with nonspecific indefinites, 

as in (13b) and (13c), respectively.      

(13) a.  Vi               *(a)    una    mujer.          (von Heusinger 2008: 6) 
     saw.1SG  DOM   a       woman 
  ‘I saw a woman.’ 
 
 b.  Necesitan  (a)     un  ayudante que  sepa                      inglés. 
  need.3PL  DOM a    assistant   that speak.SUBJ.3SG English 
  ‘They need an assistant who knows English.’ 
 
 c.  El     dentista necesita (*a)    un ayudante. 
  The  dentist   needs    DOM   a    assistant 

  Intended reading: ‘The dentist needs some assistant.’ 
 
As for [-definite] NPs, I take them as pronominals as in (14), which are 

obligatorily marked and include qualquiera ‘anybody’, nadie ‘nobody’ and alguien7 

                                                
7 von Heusinger and Kaiser (2007, 2010) mention the obligatory marking of the nonspecific pronoun but do 
not show when it became obligatory.  Historical work on such pronouns could feasibly lead to a 
reconceptualization of the Referentiality Scale into two main groups (definites and indefinites); whereas, a-
marking spreads across each category in the same order, first for definites then for indefinites (pronoun, 
prop noun, +/- topicalization, +/- specificity, non-argumental).  However, this analysis is beyond the scope 
of the current proposal and shall be left for further research. 
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‘somebody’ or as nominals accompanied by indefinite articles, adjectival quantifiers, or 

descriptive adjectives as in (15a), (15b) and (15c),  

(14) Está     buscando      *(a)        alguien.             (von Heusinger 2008: 6) 
 is.3SG  looking_for  DOM someone 
 ‘(S)he is looking for someone.’ 
 
(15) a.  …acababa         de  conocer     a         una chica bellísima. 
     just.3SG.IMP of   meet.INF  DOM  a      girl    beautiful 
  ‘…he had just met a beautiful girl.’ (CREA) 
 

 b. …después de  asesinar a          varios  de  sus hombres. 
      after      of   kill.INF  DOM  various of  his man 
  ‘…after killing several of his men.’ (CREA) 
 
 c.  …querer     a        tan    deliciosa  criatura... 
     love.INF  DOM such  delicious  creature 
  ‘…loving such a delicious creature…’ (CREA) 
 

Bare nouns, as in (16), can also be considered [-definite].  However, von 

Heusinger (2008) and Laca (2006), following Bleam (1999) treat bare NPs as a separate 

category, which von Heusinger (2008) calls non-argumentals ([-Arg]).  

(16) Juan está buscando      (*a)   secretarias.   (Bleam 2006, ex. 17a)  
 Juan is      looking_for  DOM secretaries 
 ‘Juan is looking for secretaries.’ 

According to Bleam (1999), nominals of this type are not arguments of the verb and 

should be incompatible with a-marking.  In terms of the hierarchy solely, we would 

expect bare nouns direct objects to be either unmarked or at least marked less frequently 

than indefinites.   

  In respect to referentiality, up until now we have seen that for [+human] direct 

objects, the Referentiality Scale depicts the relative likelihood of a-marking from 

personal pronouns and proper names to non-specifics and non-argumentals.  For Modern 
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Peninsular Spanish it is commonly assumed that DOM is evolving somewhere through 

the [-definite, -specific] category since this group can be optionally marked, while all 

other groups to the left are obligatorily a-marked and the category to the right is generally 

incompatible with a-marking.   

The distribution of DOM as constructed above in terms of referentiality is further 

corroborated by the work of diachronic studies analyzing these features.  Laca (2006) and 

von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010), the latter following Croft (2003), show the diachronic 

development of DOM from the 12th to the 19th century for [+human] direct objects along 

the Referentiality Scale.  Table 7 (appearing as Table 3 in von Heusinger 2008: 12) 

summarizes the distribution of a-marking as seen in the 12th Century version of El Cid 

compared to the theoretical distribution for Modern European Spanish discussed above. 

+human 
  direct    
  objects 

personal 
pronoun > proper 

noun > definite 
NP > indefinite 

spec. NP > 
indefinite 
non-spec. 
NP 

> non-
argumental 

Modern 
European 
Spanish 
 
Old Spanish 
(Cid) 

a 
 
 
 
a 

 

a 
 
 
 
a 

 

a 
 
 
a/∅  
(36%) 

 

a 
 
 
 
∅ 

 

a/∅ 
 
 
 
∅ 

 

∅ 
 
 
 
∅ 

Table 7:  Conditions for a-marking in Modern European Spanish and Old Spanish 
(based on Laca 2006, Melis 1995) 

 

According to the data presented in Table 1 for Old Spanish the a-marking of 

[+human] direct objects appeared obligatorily with personal pronouns and proper nouns 

and only sometimes with [+definite] NPs.  Laca (2006:455) notes that a-marking of 

[+definites] occurred in most cases when the [+definite] direct object was topicalized by 
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left-dislocation (17a), doubled by a co-referential clitic (18a), and gives the examples in 

(17) and (18): 

(17) a.  A        las  sus  fijas         en braço   las      prendia 
  DOM the  his  daughters in  arm     them   hold.3SG  
  ‘He gathered his daughters in his arms.’ (Cid, 275) 
 b.  En braços tenedes mis fijas tan blancas commo el sol.  
  in arms have.PRES.2.PL my daughters as wite as the sun 
  ‘In your arms you have my daughters, as white as the sun.’  (Cid, 2333) 
(18) a.  Assi las    escarniremos           a         las  fijas        del      Campeador 
  so    them humiliate.FUT.1PL DOM the  daughters of.the Battler 
  ‘So, we shall humiliate the Battler’s daughters.’ (Cid, 2555) 
 b.  Escarniremos           las   fijas         del      Campeador. 
  humiliate.FUT.1.PL the  daughters of.the  Battler 
  ‘We shall humiliate the Battler’s daughters.’  (Cid, 2551) 
    
Note that the direct object, when found in the canonical position (17b) or not doubled by 

a clitic (17b), is not a-marked.  Based on observations like these dealing with clitic 

doubling and left-dislocation, the sub-category of [+definite] is expressed as topicality 

([±topic]) such that a-marking started with [+topic, +definite] direct objects (17a, 18a) 

and spread to [-topic, +definite] direct objects8 (Laca 2006).   

This sub-category feature is what von Heusinger and Kaiser (2008) call a 

‘transitional’ category.  For example, the language transition-point for Old Spanish would 

be [+definite, +topic].  Assuming specificity is the transitional category for [-definite] 

NPs, von Heusinger (2008) determines the language transition-point for Modern 

Peninsular Spanish to be [-definite, -specific] given the preceding category [-definite, 

+specific] has grammaticalized the use of a, while non-argumental direct objects are 

                                                
8 Leonetti (2004) presents a case for topicality/prominence as the critical feature along with animacy 
abstracting over all other hiearchies.   The evolution to absolute object marker then is across classes and 
positions of words allowed to be topicalized.  However, further consideration of this construct is beyond 
the scope of this paper and is left for future work. 
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categorically unmarked.  He summarizes the evolution of DOM in European Spanish for 

[+human] direct objects as in Figure 1, shown below.  The language transition-point for 

Old Spanish [+definite] [+human] direct objects was topicalization, and the current 

transition point for [-definite] [+human] direct objects is specificity.   

pers pron> prop noun> def NP 
+top 

def NP 
-top indef NP 

transition point between ± top 
for definite direct human objects 

pers pron> prop noun> def NP 
+top 

def NP 
-top                              indef NP 

trasition point between ± spec 
for indefinite direct human objects 

pers pron> prop noun> def NP indef NP 
+spec 

                indef NP 
                    -spec 

transition point between ± argumental 
for indefinite human direct objects 

pers pron> prop noun> def NP indef NP                            indef NP                            
         -Arg 

Figure 1: (von Heusinger, 2008: 14): Evolution of DOM from Old Spanish to Modern 
Spanish for human direct objects.  
 

The evidence presented in favor of the Referentiality Scale is not without 

inadequacies, but it does have merit enough to warrant further investigation.  One benefit 

to this type of analysis is that the data is captured in such a way that the conclusions and 

predictions should be quantitatively verifiable.  In the subsequent section I discuss this 

need for more quantitative work on DOM and present the background of the quantitative 

study I conducted to test the adequacy of the referentiality hierarchical and to determine 

if these were the only (or even the most) relevant features for Modern Peninsular 

Spanish. 
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By examining the data from the previous corpus work in conjunction with the 

parameters of analysis selected for this study, we can begin to detect important trends and 

spot the gaps and inadequacies, which present opportunities for additional investigation 

and analysis.  In the section to follow, I discuss what is missing from the current literature 

and how this study seeks to fill those gaps.  
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4. Purpose of the Study 

Having presented the nominal parameters theorized as relevant to Spanish DOM 

and the results of various quantitative approaches on the issue, we now address the 

question what is left to do?  In this section, I address the gaps in the literature this corpus 

study seeks to fill, and present my research questions to be addressed in the study to 

follow.   

Recall from Section 2, Lizarraga Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) employ a 

variationist approach to the consideration of several factors proposed as relevant to 

DOM.  Their study focuses on spoken Mexican Spanish, and while it includes some of 

the properties of the direct object related to definiteness (i.e. personal pronouns, proper 

names, definite NPs and indefinite NPs), they do not, for example, include the effects of 

specificity for indefinite NPs (Aissen 2003).  Similarly, in von Heusinger and Kaiser 

(2010) the differences between definite and indefinite NPs are examined while being 

analyzing for effects of verbal semantics in the diachronic evolution of DOM in Spanish 

from the 12th to 19th century.   

Although these previous works analyze pieces of the Referentiality and Animacy 

Scales, along with other factors, the complete picture is still lacking for Modern 

Peninsular Spanish.  Tippets (2011), for example, is the only one of the five studies 

presented that considers specificity as a factor group.  He, however, approaches animacy 

from a binomial perspective, which will produce indubitably distinct results from mine.  

Nonetheless, his data does not include specificity as a statistically significant variable, 

counter to the common claim that [+specific] is a significant feature to Modern Spanish 
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DOM and on par with Leonetti’s (2004) argument that specificity is a mere marginal 

feature for Spanish DOM.  Moreover, Tippets (2011) does not find a significant effect for 

the discourse status of the direct object (i.e. definiteness).  Meanwhile, relevant animacy 

(assuming human > animate > inanimate: equal/DO greater, subject unspecified, subject 

greater), animacy of the direct object (animate/inanimate) and form of the direct object 

(proper/lexical) are the factors he finds to be the significant contributors to DOM in the 

spoken Spanish of Madrid.  

This report aims to fill these gaps in the quantitative literature by gathering and 

analyzing DOM data for [+human] direct object including: [+definite] NPs, [-definite, 

+specific] NPs, [-definite, -specific] NPs, and [-Arg] NPs.  While the findings study lend 

additional quantitative support to the complete scope of the Referentiality Scale, they also 

back the claim that verb type has a significant effect on Spanish DOM.  However intra-

group variation within the referentiality stage [-definite] shows that specificity, while 

relevant, is not the most precise way to capture the distribution of a-marking across the 

category.  

4.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study examines the occurrence/non-occurrence of DOM with human direct 

objects of various transitive verbs and analyzes the context of each token.  The primary 

motivation for this study is three-fold: 1) to obtain a better understanding of the current 

situation of DOM in Modern Peninsular Spanish, 2) to test the relevance of the features 

related to referentiality with respect to DOM, and 3) to analyze the proposed effect of 
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verb type on the occurrence of DOM.  With these tasks at hand, this study aims to answer 

the following research questions: 

1. To what degree do 20th and 21st Century data quantitatively support the relevancy 

of the Referentiality Scale operationalized in recent studies (e.g. Laca 2006 and 

von Heusinger 2008)?  

2. What effect, if any, does the transitive verb have on the occurrence of DOM? 

3. How does the data obtained in this study compare to results from other empirical 

studies of Modern Peninsular Spanish (e.g. von Heusinger and Kaiser 2010)? 

In the following section, I detail the methodological approach of the current study. 
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5. Methodology 

Only recently has the concept of applying a quantitative approach to DOM begun 

to emerge in the literature.  Kliffer (1995) first makes mention of the possible need for a 

variable rule analysis of DOM given the array of factors involved.  In this corpus study, I 

employ a quantitative analysis, including a multivariability analysis typical of 

sociolinguistic studies, to examine the factors that favor or condition the use of the 

binomial dependent variable: a-marked and ∅-marked with a [+human] direct object.  

According to Tagliamonte (2006: 12), this type of analysis would be justified within the 

original intentions of the variationist analysis: 

Studies employing this methodology are based on the observation that speakers 
make choices when they use language and that these choices are discreet 
alternatives with the same referential value or grammatical function.  
Furthermore, these choices vary in a systematic way and as such they can be 
quantitatively modeled (referencing Labov 1969a, Cedergren and Sankoff 1974, 
Young and Bayley 1996: 254, Poplack and Tagliamonte 2001:88).  
 

Spanish DOM is an excellent candidate for such a study.  Preceding every direct object 

there is the option to have a or not, and the alternation appears to be conditioned by 

several interacting syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic factors in a systematic, albeit not 

completely determined, manner.   

 Recent studies like that of von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010) and Lizarraga 

Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) take a quantitative and, in the case of the latter, even a 

variationist approach to Spanish DOM.  In doing so they not only demonstrate the 

importance of this type of work but also provide a framework and means of comparison 

for future work of this nature.  However, given the time-consuming nature involved in 
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collecting data for such a minimally salient feature (von Heusinger and Kaiser 2010: 24) 

coupled with the mere recent emergence of this type of analysis, much work remains.   

In this section, I present the design of this corpus study including the 

methodological approach to analyzing the data.   

5.1 THE CORPUS SEARCH 
 

Here I present the means by which I collected and analyzed the data using the 

online corpus, CREA.  This corpus consists of over 200 million words, which can be 

searched based on medium (i.e. newspapers, books, oral), geography (i.e. Argentina, 

Mexico, Spain) and theme (i.e. mathematics, recordings, sports).  Existing cases of the 

searched word are presented in their immediate sentential context and can also be viewed 

in their larger (about a paragraph) context.  However, a search returning more than 1000 

hits cannot be retrieved at all.  This can make searching high-frequency words 

challenging.   

In order to collect tokens for this study I decided to search the corpus by verb.  

One benefit to having larger amounts of data for each verb (as opposed to studies that 

search an entire passage looking for transitive verbs) is having easy-to-access data for 

looking at the possible effects of verb class9.  In order to adequately analyze all the 

categories, especially [+specific] and [-specific] indefinites, it was crucial to include 

verbs that readily take [-definite] NPs.  As von Huesinger and Kaiser (2010: 24) notes, 

“Only about 0.5%-3% of hits for indefinite noun phrases and 3-8% of hits for definite 
                                                
9 See Torrego (1998) and the Diccionario panhispánico de dudas (2005) (DPD) for an overview and von 
Heusinger (2008) and von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010) for a quantitative analysis) 
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noun phrases were human full noun phrases.”  Finding an adequate amount of indefinites 

to analyze as a group and to divide between specific and nonspecific is challenging, not 

to mention time-consuming.  von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010) choose verbs based on 

Tsunoda’s (1985) hierarchy (direct effect on patient, perception, pursuit, knowledge, and 

feeling) based on how affected the direct object is by the situation.  Following their 

model I selected five verbs that would produce relatively higher amounts of hits with 

indefinites: asesinar (murder), ver (see), buscar (search for), conocer (know), and querer 

(love, want).  The Real Academia Española’s publication on confusing linguistic 

concepts, Diccionario panhispánico de dudas (2005), has three sections devoted to 

clarifying when a-marking occurs obligatorily, optionally and ungrammatically.  In 

detailing the varied distribution of a + complemento directo (direct object), it often refers 

to classes or groupings of verbs.  Based on their descriptive classes (i.e. verbs that 

involve a physical or psychological change, verbs of perception, verbs of selection, verbs 

of search, preference or necessity), while considering the verbs already selected, I chose 

four additional verbs to bring the total to nine different verbs: engañar (deceive), 

encontrar (find), elegir (elect, choose), and necesitar (need).   

The next dilemma pertains to searching the verbs in CREA.  The first issue to 

consider is the selection of verb tense.  Previous analyses of DOM have shown that the 

inflection (i.e. tense, aspect) of the main predicate can affect the semantic properties (i.e. 

specificity) of the direct object (Torrego 1998).  In order to control for this effect as much 

as possible and run a complete search of all nine verbs, I searched each verb in its 

infinitival form (ex. asesinar).  Furthermore, the infinitival verbs allow environments 
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capable of taking [+human] direct objects from each of the referentiality categories.  

However, many of the infinitival verbs searched in Spain data return more than the 2000 

entry limit, and their parameters require narrowing. 

The third step involves selecting a set of parameters adequate for all verbs.  

Naturally, all searches were limited by country to the Spanish of Spain.  In order to get 

the most standardized uses of DOM, I focused on written corpus10 running two separate 

searches for each verb: one for libros (books) and a second for prensa (newspapers and 

magazines).  Using written corpus also eliminates any possible issues that can occur 

when working with oral language transcribed by someone else.  Systematically searching 

two separate genres of written text also allows for its facilitated inclusion as a variable to 

analyze for significant impact of genre, register, or formality.   

If a search returned excessive hits, the instances could be reduced systematically 

by limiting the search by topic, time frame or by a fraction of the overall cases or 

documents. For example, the search for the verb ver (see) in ‘Spain’ returns over 40,000 

cases in over 10,000 documents, but when limited to ‘books’ from the years ‘2001-2011’ 

on themes related to ‘social sciences, beliefs and thoughts’, it returns 471 cases in nine 

documents, a much more manageable quantity.  From these searches 5931 cases were 

reviewed of which 618 (10.4%) tokens were extracted for analysis determined by the fact 

that they met the minimal search criteria as stated in (12):  

(12)  The direct object of the transitive use of the verb is [+human] and cannot be  

                                                
10 CREA includes the category oral but the corpus is made up of texts that were read in forms of speeches. 
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classified as a personal pronoun or proper name11.   
 

5.2 CODING THE FEATURES 

For the tokens meeting this minimal criteria, each was coded for a series of features 

readily available in the data: 

• Binomial  dependent  variable:    The  amarking  or  ∅-marking of accusative 

[+human] full object NPs. 

• Verb  Searched:   The  transitive  verb  taking  the  [+human]  direct  object  NP: 

asesinar, buscar, conocer, eligir, encontrar, engañar, necesitar, querer, ver; 

• Individuation:  If the object is singular or plural; 

• Type  of  Construction  Comprising  the  DO:   How  the  object  is  grammatically 

articulated:  definite  article,  possessive  adjective,  demonstrative  adjective, 

indefinite article, quantifier, indefinite pronoun, relative pronoun, bare NP; 

•  Definiteness: [+definite], [‐definite], [+generic]; 

• Specificity: [+specific], [‐specific]; 

• Genre: Libros (books), Prensa (press). 

In the next part of this report I present data from previous quantitative studies in 

relation to the independent variables involved in this study.  

 

 

                                                
11 Although the data for personal pronouns and proper names are not included in the analyzed data, 
anecdotally, I can say they appeared 100% a-marked in my search.    
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6. Findings 

Now with a better understanding of: i) the variable in question, a-marking direct 

objects in Spanish, ii) the referentiality and animacy features proposed as critical to the 

diachronic evolution as well as the current variation, iii) the benefits of a quantitative 

analysis, iv) the methodology used in this study, and v) the state of the results of previous 

quantitative analyses, in this section I present the findings from this corpus search.   

Searching infinitival verb forms and extracting instances of [+human] direct 

objects, I collected 618 tokens out of the roughly 6000 hits searched and coded each for: 

a-marking, Verb Searched, Type of Construction Comprising the DO, Specificity, 

Definiteness, Number of the DO and Genre. As previously discussed, I do not include 

personal pronouns and proper nouns.  Table 8 below shows the overall distribution of a-

marked [+human] direct objects and of their ∅-marked counterparts in three different sets 

of tokens.  In the first line, I present the numbers for all of the tokens collected.  In the 

second line, I provide the numbers after all indefinite pronominal (non-full NP) elements 

are extracted.  In the third line, I show the data for full human NPs excluding tokens 

involving the verb engañar ‘deceive’.  The percentages and token totals do not include 

instances with engañar (deceive) because it is a “knockout” category, in other words it 

appeared 100% a-marked, nor indefinite and relative pronouns because they are not full 

NPs. 
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  a-marked ∅-marked Total N 

1. All tokens 
 82.2% (508) 17.8% (110) 618 

2.  Full NPs 
 81.7% (452) 18.3% (101) 553 

3.  Full NPs (w/o 
engañar) 77.3% (343) 22.7% (101) 444 

Table 8: Overall distribution of a-marking for [+human] direct object NPs excluding 
personal pronouns and proper names.  

 
The data from Table 8 demonstrate the high percentage of a-marking for 

[+human] direct objects with 82.2% of them appearing a-marked.   

In the following tables (9-14), I display the percentage of a-marking and ∅-

marking and token count information for each variable and its variants.  Let us know look 

the breakdown of data for the various variables coded for each token.  Starting with the 

first variable, verbs, Table 9 shows the individual verbs searched and their overall rate of 

a-marking human direct object NPs.    
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Verb searched a-marked 
% (#) 

∅-marked 
% (#) 

N 

engañar ‘deceive’ 100 (111) 0 (0) 111 
asesinar ‘murder’ 96 (124) 4 (5) 129 
ver ‘see’ 96 (43) 4 (2) 45 
conocer ‘know’ 91 (60) 9 (6) 66 
querer ‘want, like’ 87 (20) 13 (3) 23 
elegir ‘elect, choose’ 77 (39) 23 (12) 51 
necesitar ‘need’ 53 (9) 47 (8) 17 
buscar ‘look for’ 46 (38) 54 (45) 83 
encontrar ‘find’ 38 (11) 62 (18) 29 

Table 9: Overall percentage of a-marking [+human] objects by verb. 

 

In this table we see a high degree of variability among different verbs.  The continuum of 

a-marking ranges from verbs that essentially require the marker, e.g. engañar (100%) to 

others that generally disfavor its appearance, e.g. encontrar (38%).  The case of 

engañar12 ‘deceive’ follows from the Diccionario panhispánico de dudas’ (2005) 

explanation that a-marking is obligatory with verbs that involve “physical or mental 

change”.  Asesinar ‘murder’ should also be included in this category, and while 

empirically this proves basically true, the main difference between asesinar and engañar 

is that the former does not a-mark all [-Arg], whereas the latter does, as shown in (19): 

                                                
12 The DPD (2005) lists several verbs of this type (acompañar (accompany), admirar (admire), afectar 
(affect), alabar (praise), amar (love), empujar (push), engañar (deceive), golpear (hit), maltratar 
(mistreat), matar (kill), odiar (hate), perjudicar (harm), saludar (greet), etc).  A preliminary search shows 
that all of these verbs are possible with if not prefer the dative object le(s).  Those that prefer le tend to take 
a without exception; whereas, those that appear with more accusative objects lo(s) tend to show some level 
of variability, e.g. asesinar (murder).  This difference could signal a semantic class difference with verbs 
like engañar that take a sans exception and verbs like asesinar that do combine with unmarked direct 
objects in very restricted contexts.  It might be, then, that the first group can be interpreted as possessing an 
inherent direct object and the object appearing with “transitive” verb is actually the dative argument, which 
always appear a-marked.  And the second groups is actually “Affects or assumes physical or psychological 
change”.  A detailed analysis must be left for future discussion.      
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(19) a.  La   mala costumbre de asesinar ∅        califas pudo           influir    en  
The bad   custom      of  kill         -DOM califs   could.3SG  influnce  in 
esta separación  
this separation 
‘The bad habit of killing califs managed to influence this separation’ 
(CREA) 

 b.  Tenían    la  instrucción de  asesinar  a        líderes   políticos, alcaldes y   
   Had.3PL the instruction  of  kill          DOM leaders political   mayors  and 

concejales   
councilors 
‘They had the instruction to kill political leaders, mayors and councilors’ 
(CREA) 

 c. Eran         conscientes de manipulaciones dirigidas a engañar a         
Were.3PL conscious   of manipulations    directed  to deceive  DOM 
inversores 
investors 

  ‘They were conscious of manipulation tactics intended to deceive  
investors’ (CREA) 

 
 Next, we look at specificity, as shown in Table 10 below. 
 
Specificity a-marked 

% (#) 
∅-marked 

% (#) 
N 

[+Specific] 97 (283) 3 (9) 292 
[-Specific] 30 (38) 70 (98) 128 

Table 10: Overall percentage of marking human objects by specificity and cross-
tabulated with definite, indefinite and bare NPs. 

This table portrays two separate tendencies.  While almost all specifics are a-

marked, only 30% of non-specifics appeared marked.  The difference between the two 

groups reaches statistical significance (z=14.9, P-value < .001). 

 Observe Table 11 for the rates of a-marking based on the semantic property, 

definiteness. 
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Table 11: Overall percentage of marking human objects by definiteness. 
 

Recall that semantically definiteness refers to a uniqueness condition on the NP.  

As we can see in this table, [+definite] NPs are a-marked considerably more than [-

definite] ones.  A statistical test confirms that the difference between [+definite] and 

[+generic] groups and the [-definite] group vary significantly (z=9.15, P-value<.001). 

 Next we look at the results of a-marking according to the Type of Construction 

Comprising the Direct Object. 

Type of Construction 
Comprising the DO 

a-marked 
% (#) 

∅-marked 
% (#) 

N 

Dem. adj. + NP [+definite] 100 (14) 0 (0) 14 
Pos. adj. + NP [+definite] 99 (72) 1 (1) 73 
Indef. pron. [-definite] 96 (25) 4 (1) 26 
Def. art. + NP [+definite] 94 (148) 6 (9) 157 
Quantifier + NP [-definite] 82 (22) 18 (5) 27 
Indef. art. + NP [-definite] 62 (64) 38 (39) 103 
Indef. rel. pron.(WH-) [-def] 56 (10) 44 (8) 18 
Bare NP [-definite]/[-Arg] 34 (24) 66 (46) 70 

Table 12: Overall percentage of marking human objects by type of construction 
comprising the DO. 

 

This table shows how the manner in which the direct object is grammatically articulated 

effects whether it is a-marked or not.  Not surprisingly, the rates of a-marking vary 

significantly between [+definite] and [-definite] type NPs. Direct objects headed by more 

specific, individuated, and delineated determiners like demonstrative adjectives appear a-

Definiteness a-marked 
% (#) 

∅-marked 
% (#) 

N 

[+Definite] 97 (214) 3 (7) 221 
[+Generic] 88 (21) 12 (3) 24 
[-Definite] 54 (107) 46 (82) 199 
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marked at higher rates (100%) than, for example, bare NPs (34%), which are indefinite 

and non-individuated.   Reconfiguring the categorization based on formal definiteness 

features shows systematic internal variation among [-definite] NPs summarized as 

follows: Pronoun > quantifier > indefinite art > wh- word > bare NP. 

The resultant hierarchy of differentiated features above provides tangible 

evidence in support of definiteness and individuation as key factors for DOM in Modern 

Peninsular Spanish.  Given demonstrative adjectives present a ‘knockout’ case, they must 

be dealt with accordingly for the varbul analysis.  In the end I decided to merge 

demonstrative adjectives with possessive adjectives, another definite determiner group, to 

form category ‘s’; whereas, Variant ‘s’ encodes the feature [+definite] with a determiner 

other than a definite article’.   

 
Number of DO a-marked 

% (#) 
∅-marked 

% (#) 
N 

Singular 79 (231) 21 (68) 292 
Plural 72 (109) 28 (43) 152 

Table 13: Overall percentage of marking human objects by number of the DO. 

The concept represented in Table 13 falls out of the concept of individuation 

where a singular individual is more individuated than multiple individuals.  In Lizarraga 

Navarro and Mora-Bustos (2010) they find this feature to be statistically significant 

where singular objects favored a-marking relative to plural objects. Thus, it should be 

that plural direct objects should have a higher tolerance for non-a-marking, and the 

overall results reflect this prediction. 
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Finally, with respect to genre, newspapers and magazines produce a higher rate of 

a-marking than their book counterparts, as shown in Table 14 below. 

Genre a-marked 
% (#) 

∅-marked 
% (#) 

N 

Newspapers & Magazines 80 (164) 20 (21) 205 
Books 74 (177) 26 (62) 239 

Table 14: Overall percentage of marking human objects by genre. 

If DOM is truly a change in progress, one might expect to find variation based on extra-

linguistic factors such as formality/register.  Based on a two-proportion z test, the 

difference between the two groups does reach statistical significance (z=4, P-

value<.001); however, an analysis of this fact is beyond the scope of the current paper. 

Another important set of data to examine is the break down of features explicitly 

designed to compare referential features as expressed in the Referentiality Scale in (8). 

Tables 15 displays the distribution of the data in these terms, summarizing the situation 

of referential features.  The data in Table 15 shows the percentage of a-marking for two 

basic groups: one with all of the verbs and one without engañar.  Differentiating the 

groups in this way allows us to examine the overall distribution of referentiality groups 

and the distribution assuming some degree of optionality present.   All tokens included 

here are full [+human] NPs. 
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 Group 1 (w/ all verbs) Group 2 (w/o engañar) 
Referentiality %   N % N 
[+definite] 98 299 97 221 
[-definite] 69 144 65 129 

• [+specific]  99 70 99 65 
• [‐specific]  41 74 31 64 

[-Arg] 37 73 34 70 

Table 15:  Summary of percentages of a-marked human direct objects by Referentiality 
Scale (8). 

Both groups show similar trends, but as expected, the group with the highest variability, 

[-definite, -specific] changes the most when engañar is removed.  Notably, all differences 

calculated between referential categories reach statistical significance except for the 

difference in Group 2 between [-definite, -specific] NPs and [-Arg] (z=.91, P-

value=.263)13.  Therefore, just as there is a significant difference between rate of a-

marking [+definite] and [-definite] direct object NPs, there is also one between [-definite] 

and [-Arg] NPs. 

 A binomial up and down of the six factor groups presented in Tables 9-14 was run 

using Goldvarb X (Sankoff, Tagliamonte, and Smith 2005) for token set 3 from Table 8 

(n=444).  Table 15 presents the results of the varbrul analysis along with a summary of a-

marking rates from Tables 9-14.  Significant groups are highlighted, variants favoring a 

(as determined by a factor weight of .5 or greater) are in bold, and factor weights of non-

significant groups are included but in brackets. 

 

 

                                                
13 However, it is important to note that not reaching statistically significant levels of difference does not 
automatically mean the two groups should be considered the same.   
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Modern European Spanish 
Input 
Log likelihood                   
Significance         

.960 
-88.655 

.000 
Total N 444 
 Factor Weight % N 
Specificity 
[+Specific] .739 97 292 
[-Specific] .085 30 128 
Range 75.4   
    

Shape of DO 
Possessive adj. + 
demonstrative adj. 

.829 99 87 

Definite art. .637 94 157 
Quantifier .426 82 27 
Indefinite art. .382 62 103 
Bare NP .083 34 70 
Range 74.6   
    

Verb 
Asesinar (murder) .838 95 123 
Conocer (know) .785 91 66 
Ver (see) .666 96 45 
Querer (want, like) .583 87 23 
Necesitar (need) .146 53 17 
Buscar (look for) .145 47 87 
Elegir (elect, chose) .122 77 51 
Encontrar (find) .114 38 29 
Range 72.4   
 

Definiteness 
[+Generic] [.71] 88 24 
[+Definite] [.70] 97 221 
[-Definite] [.26] 54 199 
a 

Number of DO 
Singular [.59] 80 292 
Plural [.34] 72 152 
 

Genre 
Prensa (Press) [.51] 80.5 205 
Libros (Books) [.49] 74.5 239 

Table 16. Factors conditioning the appearance of DOM.   
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Results from the Goldvarb X (Sankoff, Tagliamonte, and Smith 2005) analysis, as 

observed in Table 16 find the following variables significant in conditioning DOM: 

Specificity, Type of Construction Comprising the DO, and Verb Searched.  Although the 

variable Definitenesss is surprisingly not included in the list of significant features, it is 

inherent in the Type of Construction Comprising the DO category.  In fact, removing 

Definiteness from the analysis does not produce any changes to the overall results or the 

significant variants’ factor weights. 

   The distributional and multivariational analyses presented throughout this chapter 

shed light on the situation of DOM in Modern Peninsular Spanish.  While the data tends 

to support general claims in favor of referentiality effects, the fine-grained approach 

assumed here provides a more enlightened analysis of the role these factor groups play in 

DOM.  Furthermore, the results serve to demonstrate the general intricacy of the situation 

and the complexity of the factors involved.  The discussion of these results continues in 

Section 7, where the focus centers on addressing the role of referentiality and examining 

the outcomes in light of previous works, as posed in the research questions guiding this 

study.       
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Chapter 7: Discussion 
 

The focus of this investigation centers on the features discussed in terms of 

referentiality, one of the major hierarchies proposed for analyzing DOM (Croft 2003, von 

Heusinger and Kaiser 2008).  Overall, I find that the results generally support the 

descriptive and predictive relevance of the Referentiality Scale.  However, the situation 

involves a complexity of commingling and interacting features, e.g. animacy, 

definiteness, specificity and verb type, whose specific roles in Spanish DOM prove 

difficult to separate and precise.  Throughout this chapter I discuss the results of my study 

in regards to the hierarchy currently under investigation and compare these results with 

previous work in attempts to shed light on the multidimensional situation of Spanish 

DOM.   

7.1 THE RELEVANCE OF THE REFERENTIALITY SCALE 

The first question considered here is if the data quantitatively corroborate the 

Referentiality Scale (8), repeated below as (20) for the sake of clarity. 

(20) Referentiality Scale: 
Personal pronoun > proper noun > definite NP > indefinite specific NP > 
indefinite non-specific NP > non-argumental  

When we analyze the feature groups in Goldarb X (Sankoff, Tagliamonte and Smith 

2005), the program selects Specificity and Types of Constructions Comprising the DO as 

two of three variable groups significantly responsible for conditioning the appearance of 

a-marking with full [+human] direct object NPs.  Recalling that specificity effects are 

highly debated in the literature, and while some e.g. Leonetti (2004) claim that specificity 
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is merely marginal to or a product of some other concept such as topicalization or 

prominence, it is shown here that specificity is quantitatively a powerful differentiator for 

referentiality features and DOM in general.  As we have seen in Table 12, 97% of the 

[+specific] human direct objects appeared as a-marked.  However, given the fact that 

30% of [-specific] human NPs, it is certainly not the only factor interacting with animacy 

to determine when an object appears marked.   

The second group selected, Type of Construction Comprising the DO, also 

directly relates to referentiality, albeit not as explicitly as Specificity, as discussed in 

relation to Table 12.  In Table 16 the factor weights for the variants of Type of 

Construction Comprising the DO show that [+definite] determiners favor the presence of 

a-marking, while [-definite] determiners and [-Arg] NPs disfavor it.  These grammatical 

functions are what encode the concept of Definiteness on a micro level.  By dividing the 

group in this way, we see how the categories unfold based on the structure and semantic 

restrictions of the structure of the determiner phrase.  The apparent hierarchies within 

each of the categories [±definite] supports an overall notion of individuation or 

prominence.  Over time a-marking should continue to become more prevalent in contexts 

where the direct object is indefinite, void of contextual reference, not known to any party, 

and with incorporated or predicative bare plurals.  In total for the time being [+definite] 

NPs were marked at a rate of 98%, while [-definite] NPs (not including bare NPs) were at 

69% and [-Arg] at 37%.      

The last piece of the referentiality puzzle involves the interaction between 

definiteness and specificity.  It is proposed that the [-definite] category hinges on the axis 

of specificity where [+specific, -definite] NPs are obligatorily a-marked and [-specific, -

definite] NPs show variation.  As observed in Table 16, this is not only the case for the [-

definite] NPs but also the [-Arg] NPs.  Human [-definite, +specific] direct objects are a-
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marked at a rate of 99% compared to [-definite, -specific] NPs at 41%, and [-Arg] NPs at 

37%.  Thus, the multivationist analysis in combination with the rate of a-marking data 

lend quantitative credence to von Heusinger’s (2008) Referentiality Scale as summarized 

in (21).  

(21) Referentiality Scale 

i. [+definite] (98%) > [-definite] (69%) > [-Arg] (37%)  
ii. [+definite] (98%) ≃ [-definite, +specific] (99%) > [-definite, -specific] 

(41%) > [-Arg] (37%)    

The rates in (21) empirically attest for the descriptive power of the Referentiality 

Scale, but how do they compare to previous quantitative data?  Comparing data to other 

works can prove insightful but only if approached carefully and thoughtfully.  The 

considerable variation between verbs, for example, makes comparing results difficult and 

highly susceptible to scrutiny, especially between studies that do not control for verb at 

all.  Keeping this in mind, I precede cautiously. 

Table 17 presents a comparison of my a-marking rates for 20th and 21st century 

Modern Peninsular Spanish to rates reported for 19th century data (Laca 2006, von 

Heusinger 2008, von Heusinger and Kaiser 2010). 

 

 19th cent 20th-21st cent 

 Laca (2006) VH (2008) VH and K 

(2010) 

This study 

[+definite] 96% (76) 92% (38) 96% (617) 98% (299) 

[-definite] 41% (29) 47% (34) 70% (169) 69% (144) 

[-Arg] 6% (17) n/a n/a 37% (73) 

Table 17: Comparison of percentages of a-marking with 19th century data. 



 47 

Given the variation in previous data, it is difficult to hypothesize as to the 

continued evolution of DOM from the 19th to the 20th and 21st centuries.  Comparison 

with von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010) may indicate DOM expansion has ceased or that 

the change has slowed to a degree, which happens to be unperceivable at this interval.  

Then again, based on comparison with the other two studies, the marker may be well on 

its way to marking all [+definite] and [-definite] direct objects.  This can only be 

confirmed or denied via further systematic diachronic investigation, which additionally 

includes data from the 20th century and the 21st century and for all levels of referentiality. 

7.2 VERBS 

 While evidence from this study overwhelmingly supports the hierarchy of features 

as represented in the Referentiality Scale to attest for the appearance of a-marking, there 

is evidence, which demonstrates that referentiality is not the only critical factor for a-

marking [+human] direct objects.  The variable group Verb Searched also resulted as 

significant in the varbrul analysis.  As discussed in the methodology section, I selected a 

variety of verbs based on evidence from studies like von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010) 

that certain verbs tend to exhibit higher rates of a-marking than others.  One of the claims 

from such studies is that verb type can account for the current variation and the 

diachronic evolution of DOM.  The distribution in Table 19 shows a breakdown of a-

marking rates for the various referentiality categories, by Verb.  The verbs are arranged in 

order of highest to lowest factor weight (see Table 16) with the dashed line separating 

verbs with which a-marking is favored (factor weight > .50) from those with which a-

marking is disfavored (factor weight < .50).  
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Verb  Factor 
Weight 

% -def (N) %+def (N) %-def,  
+spec (N) 

% -def,  
-spec (N) 

% -arg, (N) 

Engañar 
(deceive) 

xx  100 (28) 100 (78) 100 (10) 100 (18) 100 (3) 

Asesinar 
(murder) 

.838 90 (71) 100 (70) 100 (41) 79 (29) 56 (16) 

Conocer  
(know) 

.785 74 (31) 100 (34) 100 (14) 53 (17) 66 (6) 

Ver  
(see) 

.666 44 (9) 100 (36) 50 (2) 43 (7) 0 (1) 

Querer  
(want, like) 

.583 90 (20) 100 (9) 100 (7) 85 (13) 0 (2) 

Necesitar  
(need) 

.146 47 (15) 100 (4) 100 (2) 39 (13) 0 (0) 

Buscar  
(look for) 

.145 21 (56) 96 (26) 75 (4) 17 (52) 13 (15) 

Elegir  
(elect, 
chose) 

.122 52 (21) 88 (33) 69 (13) 25 (8) 20 (5) 

Encontrar  
(find) 

.114 20 (20) 78 (9) 67 (3) 12 (17) 20 (5) 

Table 18: Percentages of a-marked direct objects for referentiality categories by verb. 
(CREA) 

Although token counts are severely low in certain places, the range of variation 

across categories and verbs is clearly evidenced.  Certain verbs e.g. asesinar (murder) 

express a strong preference for a-marking, while others e.g. encontrar (find) posses a 

higher tolerance for non-marking in all categories.   

Developing a way to systematically capture this variation is the focus of studies 

like von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010).  Even though their results do not yield a 

systematic account of the data, it does provide a secondary benefit for studies employing 

the same types of verbs; the results can be compared.  In Table 19 I compare the 19th 

century data from von Heusinger and Kaiser (2010) to the data from this study of the 

verbs corresponding to their categories: asesinar (murder), ver (see), buscar (find), 
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conocer (know), querer (want, like).  Where the individual verb data is available from 

their study, I only present the data for the verb used in my corpus search.  This is the case 

for ver and querer.  

 
Tsunoda’s 
Hierarchy 

 

1 
Direct effect on 

patient 
(=Effective Action) 

2 
Perception 

 

3 
Pursuit 

4 
Knowledge 

 

5 
Feeling 

 

1a 
+result 

1b  
–result 

 

2a 
+attained 

2b –
attained 

 1a +result 1b –result  
 

 
Spanish 

verbs  
per 

category 
 

matar 
‘kill’ 
herir 

‘injur’ 

golpear 
‘hit’ 
tirar 

‘shoot’ 

ver ‘see’ 
 

 buscar 
‘look for’ 
esperar 

‘wait for’ 

conocer 
‘know’ 

entender 
‘understand’ 

querer 
‘like, want’ 

 

19TH CENT      
DEF. 

 
98% (135) 89% (36) 93% (110) 90% (68) 94% (35) 

INDEF. 
 

79% (58) 55% (11) 41% (41) 67% (21) 64% (14) 

20TH/21ST  
CENT 

(asesinar) (ver) (buscar) (conocer) (querer) 

DEF. 
 

100% (78) 100% (36) 96% (105) 100% (34) 100% (9) 

INDEF. 
 

90% (71) 44% (9) 21% (56) 74% (31) 90% (20) 

Table 19:  Comparison of verb type with von Heusinger and Kaiser’s (2010) data for 
19th century a-marking with definite and indefinite human direct objects.  

A parallel comparison shows that all groups present a more unified condition on the 

[+definite] level for 20th and 21st century data.  The trend, however, is not so clear for [-

definite] NPs.  While groups 1, 4, and 5 show a significant increase, groups 2 and 3 show 

a decrease.  Both sets generally display the same relative hierarchy (1 > 4, 5 > 2 > 3), 

with the exception of groups 4 and 5 switching order in my data. 
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7.3 SUMMARY 

Via an empirical analysis of DOM, my results corroborate claims that internal 

linguistic factors like definiteness and verb type along with externally encoded factors 

like specificity are significant for DOM (Torrego 1998, von Heusinger and Kaiser 2007) 

and refute claims that bare plural objects are incompatible with DOM (Bleam 1999).  

When compared to previous quantitative work on DOM e.g. von Heusinger and Kaiser 

(2010), we see DOM has continued to expand from the 19th century showing higher 

levels of marking for definite ([+definite]) noun phrases (NP) and non-argumentals ([-

Arg]).  However, a more fine-grained analysis of the [+definite] and [-definite] factor 

groups shows a significant difference in distribution between the in-group features not 

captured in the Referentiality Scale.      

The bulk of this work shows that DOM in Modern Peninsular Spanish is not 

reducible to one single feature, but instead entails the interaction of several factors, which 

appear to change over time.  Features related to definiteness, individuation, form, 

animacy, verb type, and genre were investigated and the results demonstrate that 

definiteness, specificity and verb type are all extremely important features to account for 

DOM in Modern Peninsular Spanish.  In the upcoming final section, I present a summary 

of the work presented here along with my concluding remarks and thoughts on possible 

related future work. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusions 

In summation, the results of this corpus study provide quantitative evidence in 

support of theoretical claims that DOM is dependent on the referentiality and animacy 

features of the direct object (Aissen 2003, Laca 2006).  The data also show that in 

addition to the properties of the direct object, the lexical semantics of the verb show 

significant effect on the rates of a-marking (von Heusinger and Kaiser 2007).  This 

corpus study provides a quantitative analysis of the semantic, syntactic, and discourse-

pragmatic features responsible for the conditioning and confining of DOM in terms of the 

Referentiality Scale as proposed by von Heusinger (2008) for full [+human] direct 

objects in Modern Peninsular Spanish.   

An initial look at the data shows about 80% of the direct objects analyzed in this 

study appear a-marked, clearly demonstrating the role of animacy in this phenomenon.  

General trends observed in the data indicate the more definite and specific an object, the 

more likely it is to be marked, a detail, which is often linked to abstractions such as 

topicality, individuation, prominence, etc (Leonetti 2004).  Additionally, some verbs tend 

to impose a-marking at obligatory rates, while others take non-marked [+human] direct 

objects at a much higher rate.  Regression analysis of the variable groups confirms that 

definiteness and specificity, two major features of referentiality, along with verb type 

were statistically significant factors in a-marking direct objects.  The percentages for 

referential categories and tests for significance between groups offer additional support of 

the hierarchy. In comparison with 19th century data, the [+definite] category has moved 
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closer to absolute marking.  However, given the lack of quantitative analyses coupled 

with a lack of systematic investigation procedures, conclusions about the continuous 

development of DOM for indefinites must be tabled for future discussion.   

Of special interest to the analysis of DOM this study provides a tangible and 

quantitatively based sub-categorization of the features [+definte], [-definite] into the 

distribution of features categorized as the Type of Construction Comprising the DO.  The 

benefit of deconstructing [+definite] and [-definite] direct objects in this way is that it 

provides a more precise and accessible means of understanding the situation of DOM in 

Modern Peninsular Spanish.   

Despite the fact that the DOM has been heavily scrutinized in the literature, future 

work on the topic abounds.  Unquestionably, additional work is needed in order to better 

assess the development of DOM from the 19th to the 20th and 21st centuries and to 

determine if this is still what would be considered a change in progress.  If so and if the 

rate of change is at a rate observable between generations, we may find sociolinguistic 

differences involved in the expansion and grammaticalization of this phenomenon.  Thus 

it remains that more quantitative analyses with ample tokens are necessary to test the 

proposed theories and provide additional data for comparison, both diachronically and 

synchronically.  Furthermore, a systematic account of the effects of verbal semantics on 

DOM is necessary to aid in the analysis of features and comparison of results.  Finally, 

DOM studies could be enlightend by analyzing different registers of data to better 

understand the explicit variables conditioning the appearance of a-marking direct objects 

in some contexts and not others. 
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