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Mayowa Akinlotan
Vrije Universiteit, Brussels

Predicting Defi nite Article Usages in New Englishes: 
Variety Outweighs Genre and Syntactic Function 

in Nigerian English

Abstract

Variability in the use of the defi nite article in New Englishes, and in particular, Nigerian 
English has received the least attention from a quantitative, probabilistic and predictive 
perspective. The present study narrows this gap by not only assessing the extent to which 
article use in Nigerian English varies, but by also simultaneously testing out previous 
claims found in similar varieties, using similar corpus data from the Nigerian component 
of the International Corpus of English (ICE). Following theoretic framework for article 
use by Hawkins (1978) and Prince (1981), Wahid (2013) found that variability in defi nite 
article usage in New Englishes is more predictable on the basis of genre than on the basis 
of variety. Revising Wahid’s method and reconceptualising same theoretic frameworks of 
Hawkins and Prince, together with a comparable corpus sample of 8674 defi nite article 
the from ICE-Nigeria, the extent of article usage variability in the Nigerian variety is not 
only shown but also that variety outweighs genre and syntactic function predicting article 
usage in New Englishes.

1. Introduction

According to Görlach (1998), structural/meaning variation permeates New 
Englishes, and the extent of such variation should be investigated in depth. One 
of such structural/semantic evidence of variation is the article system (Master 
1987; Ionin 2003; Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi 2005; Kortmann 2006; Wahid 2013; 
Akinlotan 2016; Akinlotan and Housen 2017), which has received some attentions 
in diff erent varieties, where issues of overuse, underuse, or/and unused have been 
identifi ed (Platt, Weber, and Ho 1984). However, the extent (by quantifi cation) 
of such issues of overuse/underuse/unused and whether diff erent article usages 
can be predicted in specifi c situations have received the least attention, more 
especially in newer varieties such as Nigerian English (Sand 2004; Ionin 2003; 
Wahid 2013). Wahid’s attempts at quantifying the extent of variation in defi nite 
article use across new and established varieties of English is therefore a valuable 
contribution in the right direction, with fi ndings that inform the present study. For 
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example, Wahid found that genre outweighs variety in predicting article usage in 
diff erent varieties. Also, Wahid reported that no clear preferential pattern is found 
across the eight (four-aside) Inner and Outer Circle varieties, such that choices 
of article usage are better predicted by genre than by variety.

Given idiosyncrasies of New Englishes and diff erent conditions that tilt the 
extent of variation, the present study thus expects to show the extent to which 
choices in defi nite article usage in Nigerian English converge and diverge with 
the fi ndings reported in Wahid. Specifi cally, in Nigerian variety, we expect genre 
to outweigh variety predicting article use outcomes. By extension, our result 
would also in/validate the claim by Biber et al. (1999, 20) that variability is more 
pronounced by genre than by variety (that is varieties of language under investiga-
tion). Also, we expect the overall preference of article usage in Nigerian English 
to be more similar to, at least, its progenitor or norm-providing British English 
than it is to other varieties studied. Since the syntactic function of the noun phrase 
has been shown to contribute to the structural simplifi cation hypothesis in New 
Englishes, and, in particular, Nigerian English, which usually omits the pre and/
or post modifi cation (see for examples, Schilk and Schaub 2016; Akinlotan 2016; 
Akinlotan and Housen 2017), it is important to determine the extent of infl uence 
of such variable on the choices of defi nite article in the Nigerian variety.

Furthermore, given that certain article use choices (e.g. structural use) are 
expected to correlate with a certain syntactic position (e.g. noun phrase at subject 
position is expected to associate with structural use), then grammatical func-
tion can as well be a good predictor with which variability in article usage is 
accounted for. In fact, having seen grammatical function outweigh genre in noun 
phrase complexity in Nigerian English (Akinlotan and Housen 2017), the present 
paper could then show how these two variables of genre and grammatical func-
tion compete for infl uence in diff erent but similar contexts. In meeting another 
objective of the study, the present investigation will also contribute to the dearth 
of quantitative and, corpus-based/empirical studies of Nigerian English in relation 
to other varieties. For instance, Lamidi’s (2007) suggestive fi ndings that contex-
tual use is predominantly found in Nigerian English lacks quantitative evidence, 
which the present study provides.

2. Conceptualising the defi nite article the

In this section, exemplary categories of defi nite article usage from Hawkins (1978) 
and Wahid (2013) are presented. It must be mentioned that several studies in 
New Englishes, such as Quirk et al. (1985), as well as more recent Huddleston 
and Pullum (2002), have made valuable eff orts at conceptualising defi nite article 
usages as well as accounting for variability in their diff erent usages. Hawkins’s 
(1978) conceptualisation of the defi nite article uses attracted much attention 
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not only because he attempted to systematise popular Christophersen’s (1939) 
familiarity theory but also because the topic, defi niteness, is fuzzy and remains 
a semantic/pragmatic concept that is almost always interpreted according to the 
ever changing context. Poesio and Vieira (1998), Liu and Gleason (2002), and 
Wahid (2013) have applied Hawkins’s categorisations (1978) to the analysis of 
defi nite NPs. As Wahid (2013) and many other studies have shown, the under-
standing of the conceptualisation and usages of the defi nite article have become 
much more important in the description of New Englishes, a fi eld of study 
premised on exhibiting how diff ering peculiar contexts/variables impact on form 
and function in these diff erent varieties. Hawkins’s (1978, 86–149) categories of 
defi nite article usages are presented below. All examples are as given by Hawkins 
and as cited by Wahid (2013).

Anaphoric use: This type of article use refers to the defi nite article func-
tioning as anaphor, referring to a known referent in the noun phrase. In this case 
the referent is already known as this is a second mention. For example, the noun 
phrase the book refers to an interesting book in Fred was discussing an interesting 
book in his class. I went to discuss the book with him afterwards. Similarly, the 
machine refers to the referent a lathe in Bill was working at a lathe the other day. 
All of a sudden, the machine stopped turning. The second category of usage is the 
associative anaphoric use. According to Hawkins, this usage is very similar to 
the anaphoric use. While anaphoric use is somewhat equational and grammatical 
(for example, indefi nite article equates defi nite article in almost all situation, 
a = the in a lathe = the machine, a book = the book), associative anaphoric use 
is basically pragmatic, requiring the hearer to infer what the referent is from the 
semantic/pragmatic features of the head noun. For example, fumes, which can 
be associated with many objects, is associated anaphorically with the head noun 
car in Bill drove past our house in a car. The exhaust fumes were terrible. The 
third category is Immediate situation use, which, according to Hawkins, consists 
of visible situation use. In this case, visible situation use is a subset of immediate 
situation use. The diff erence between the two usages is the visibility of the referent 
as the name suggests. The visible situation refers to situation of use in which the 
referent is visible to both the speaker and the hearer in order for the usage to be 
operational (e.g. Pass me the bucket, please. This implies that the referent being 
identifi ed, the bucket, is visible to both the speaker and the hearer). On the other 
hand, the referent is not visible in the immediate situation use (e.g. Beware of 
the dog. In this use it is not necessary that the referent the dog is visible for the 
hearer to comprehend/react to the warning/message). There is still some fuzzi-
ness, so Prince (1981), attempting at resolving the ambiguity in this category, 
reconceptualised the visible situation use as inferrable use, which is discussed in 
more detail later in this section. 

The fourth category is Larger situation use, which is similar to immediate 
situation use except that the hearer requires larger knowledge to locate the referent 
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which is situated in a larger context than that of the immediate context in imme-
diate situation use. According to Hawkins (1978, 115), referent in this category 
is referred to on the basis of the hearer’s “knowledge of entities... [in] a larger 
situation of utterance”. Furthermore, this category is sub-divided into (a) specifi c 
knowledge in larger situation and (b) general knowledge in the larger situation. 
In the specifi c knowledge in the larger situation, the speaker and the hearer share 
the same knowledge of the referent, just as the speaker and the hearer share the 
knowledge of a town that has a gibbet at the top of a street, such that the Gibbet 
in The Gibbet no longer stands is easily and accurately identifi ed. In other words, 
the specifi c knowledge of ‘the Gibbet’ is crucial to accurately processing the 
expression, so this is termed specifi c knowledge in larger situation. According 
to Hawkins (1978, 119), unlike the specifi c knowledge in the larger situation 
use in which specifi c knowledge of the referent being identifi ed is required, the 
general knowledge in the larger situation use concerns “a general knowledge 
of the existence of certain types of objects in certain types of situation”. In the 
example, Have you seen the bridesmaids? which is said at a wedding ceremony, 
the hearer and the speaker would exhibit some general knowledge in the larger 
situation which implies that they knew some particular bridesmaids and refer to 
them as the bridesmaids.

The fi fth category is Unfamiliar uses in NPs with explanatory modifi ers. As
the name suggests, this usage type  is grammatically identifi able. In this cate-
gory, the explanatory modifi er aids the identifi cation of the referent in the NP, 
providing the background and the context. Hawkins (1978) itemised four types 
of explanatory modifi ers: (1) establishing relative clause, (2) associative clause, 
(3) NP complements, and (4) nominal modifi ers. Establishing clauses, according 
to Hawkins (1978, 137), are clauses that establish the context of the referent and 
“relate the new, unknown object either to other objects in the previous discourse 
set, or to participants in the speech act, or else they identify entities in the imme-
diate situation of utterance”. This is exemplifi ed by the following exchange: 

A: What’s wrong with Bill? 
B: Oh, the woman he went out with last night was nasty to him. 

The woman he (Bill) went out with last night was nasty to him is a clause which 
establishes the ‘what’ and ‘Bill’ in the preceding question. Next to this type of 
explanatory modifi er is  associative clauses. Just like the associative anaphora 
earlier discussed, this kind of clauses link the referent to that part of meaning 
required for its accurate identifi cation. This is exemplifi ed by I remember the 
beginning of the war very well. Of the war complements the NP the beginning, 
which points to the beginning of what is being remembered, ‘the war’. The third 
explanatory modifi er is NP complements, which refer to cases where the NP is 
complemented by a clause that relates the referent in the NP to the specifi c context 
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intended, such that ambiguity is cleared or avoided. This is exemplifi ed in this 
example, Bill is amazed by the fact that there is so much life on Earth, where 
the fact that there is so much life on earth complements Bill’s amazement. The 
last explanatory modifi er is nominal modifi ers, which transform a noun phrase 
into a semantically defi nite noun phrase, such that meaning is easily processed. 
In the example, I don’t like the colour red, red functions as a postmodifi er, trans-
forming the syntactically defi nite NP the colour into a semantically defi nite NP 
by specifying exactly what colour the speaker did not like. 

The last category of the use of the defi nite article is Unfamiliar uses with 
unexplanatory modifi ers, which basically contrasts with the earlier category of 
unfamiliar uses with explanatory modifi ers. As the name of the category reads, 
the defi nite NPs (i.e the defi nite the) are attached to modifi ers which do not aid 
the identifi cation of the referent in them. An example is My wife and I share the 
same secret in which the same secret has a premodifi er (same) that is unexplana-
tory or not contributing to the task of accurately identifying the referent (secret). 
In fact, it makes the identifi cation process of the referent more complex. 

As can be observed from Hawkins’ categorisation, the conceptualisation 
of the defi nite uses is split between semantic/pragmatic (2, 3, and 4) and gram-
matical (1,5, and 6) criteria. This shows that variability in the uses of the defi nite 
article is likely to be infl uenced by both grammatical and semantic variables. This 
suggests that understanding the relationship between the grammatical function 
that the whole NPs (i.e. the noun phrase that bears the defi nite article) perform 
and the type of the use of the defi nite article may indeed provide more insight 
into understanding not only the pattern of use of the defi nite article uses in Nige-
rian English viz-a-viz New Englishes, but also the constraints underlying certain 
usages in certain situations.

Given numerous overlappings in Hawkins’ categorisation, Prince (1981) 
provided an alternative categorisation, an essentially semantic, pragmatic, and 
discourse framework conceptualising the uses of the defi nite article. This framework 
relates to Hawkins’s categorisations, especially those that are based on semantic 
and pragmatic criteria. More importantly, referent is seen in the light of whether 
it is already known (i.e. given) or not already known (i.e. new). When given or 
already known, it thus becomes old at the next mention, such that the hearer can 
correctly identify the referent without a further or new mention. According to 
Prince (1981), newness, which, in the older frameworks of Christophersen (1939) 
and Hawkins (1978), is primarily defi ned from the hearer’s perspective, may be 
understood in both the hearer and speaker’s perspective.

Therefore, according to Prince, a new/fi rst time mention of a referent in 
a discourse is categorized as discourse-new, irrespective of whether the hearer is 
new or not. Meanwhile, when the hearer is new (hearer-new) to a discourse, the 
discourse is also new (discourse-new), and this is also a concept which extends 
its meanings to the related/extended concepts of hearer-old and discourse-old. It 
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is within this precept that Prince (1992) provided a discourse framework for the 
uses of the defi nite article, which are presented below. All examples are from 
Prince (1992) as cited by Wahid (2013). 

The fi rst category of the defi nite article usage is Brand-new (or hearer-new 
or discourse-new), which refers to the referent introduced by indefi nite noun 
phrase, e.g. I’m waiting for it to be noon so that I can call someone in California. 
Someone in California, an indefi nite noun phrase, is a brand-new referent as it is 
a fi rst mention in the discourse. This can also be described as discourse-new or 
hearer-new. The second category is Brand new anchored. According to Prince, 
a brand-new entity is anchored when there is a relationship between a new 
referent and another referent already present in the discourse. The ‘anchored’ is 
the relationship, or the linkage with which the hearer’s newness (i.e. ignorance) 
is bridged, e.g. A guy I work with says he knows your sister. A guy is a brand-
new referent that is anchored by the clause I work with, showing a linkage and 
relationship between the speaker and the identifi ed entity/referent. If there is no 
anchor clause defi ning the referent, the identifi cation of such by the hearer become 
diffi  cult or impossible.

The third category is Evoked. According to Prince, evoked referent implies 
that the referent is already foregrounded in the discourse structure, such that both 
the hearer and the speaker can easily identify it. Evoked use of the defi nite article 
is sub categorised into (1) ‘textually evoked’ and (2) ‘situationally evoked’. Evoked 
implies recall, which can be achieved either textually, e.g. A guy I work with 
says he knows your sister or situationally, e.g. Pardon, would you have change 
of a quarter?. What Prince termed textually evoked can as well be described as 
grammatically evoked. 

If the presence of the clause I work with aided the correct recall of the entity 
‘a guy’, then, this category might well be termed ‘grammatically evoked’, which 
shares some link with Hawkins’s unfamiliar uses with explanatory modifi ers. 
Furthermore, situationally evoked equates Hawkins’s visible immediate situa-
tion use, e.g. Pass me the bucket, please in that the ‘the bucket’ being referred 
relates to the present situation/context of discourse. The fourth category of the 
defi nite article usage is Unused in which the evoked referent is hearer-old but 
discourse-new. Such a referent is given to the speaker/hearer just at the immediate 
beginning of the discourse. For example, the referent ‘Sandy Thompson’ in I’m 
waiting for it to be noon so that I can call Sandy Thompson must have been known
(or assumed to be known) by the hearer, although it is being mentioned for the 
fi rst time in the discourse.

The fi fth category is Inferrables which refer to the uses where the referents 
in the discourse can be inferred in terms of their relationship with other evoked 
referents. Given that the meaning of the referents in inferrables uses can be inferred 
from their relationship with other inferrables, then this category can be equated 
with Hawkins’s associative anaphoric use. In the example I got on a bus today 
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and the driver was drunk, the noun phrase the driver is inferred from a bus, since 
the bus is driven by a (bus) driver. The last category in Prince’s categorisation 
is Containing Inferrable, which closely overlaps with Inferrables. According to 
Prince, Containing Inferrable refers to the uses where a larger NP contains its 
inferrable part. In the example, The door of the Bastille was painted purple, the 
door is an inferrable part of the Bastille. Prince’s framework has been applied to 
several studies on defi niteness such as Sharma (2005), Poesio and Vieira (1998), 
and Wahid (2013), who reconceptualised the categories in Hawkins and Prince, 
and added six more categories; (1) ‘Non-referential’, (2) ‘generic’, (3) ‘idiomatic’, 
(4) ‘repeat’, (5) ‘repair’, and (6) ‘unknown’. Table 3 (section 5.2. below) off ers 
a summary of this redefi nition and reconceptualisation, as well as equivalents 
proposed in the present study.

3. Variables predicting article uses

The uses of the defi nite article have been extensively studied in the literature of 
New Englishes, but such studies have almost always focused on where the article 
is underused, overused, or/and unused (see White 2003 for unused article cases, 
Master 1987; Ionin 2003; and Lamidi 2007 for overused cases, see Akinlotan 
2016 for avoidance in combining the defi nite article with other determiners). 
Some arguments put forward in these studies stem from qualitative analyses, 
which failed to quantify the extent of the manifestation of the phenomenon under 
investigation (e.g. Platt, Weber and Ho 1984; Lamidi 2007). On the other hand, 
Ionin (2003), Sand (2004), Wahid (2013), and Akinlotan (2016) have shown several 
gains of quantitative approach to discussion and identifi cation of issues in New 
Englishes. Therefore, quantifying the phenomenon at hand provides more insights 
into the defi nite article usage and their constrains on Nigerian English, and in 
New Englishes. Also, many of these previous studies did not state/predict which 
specifi c context and the extent to which diff erent internal (e.g. syntactic function) 
and external (e.g. genre) variables infl uence these diff erent choices of article uses/
unused. This is another task covered in this paper. The assumption underlying 
the studies of New Englishes is that every variety is unique and demonstrates 
enough strong peculiarities. Therefore, in the literature, one predictor strongly 
emphasised is variety. One can then say that certain variety (e.g. Outer variety 
such as Nigerian English) is likely to use the defi nite article where another variety 
(e.g. Inner variety such as British English) is likely not to use it (e.g. I am going 
to the mosque when no specifi c mosque is meant or referred to (Lamidi 2007).

Another predictor which has been found to be a strong determinant in every 
sphere of language use including every variety of any language is genre/text 
type. This therefore reasonably includes the use of the defi nite article (Biber et al 
1999; Wahid 2013; Akinlotan and Housen 2017). Wahid (2013) found that genre 
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outweighs variety in predicting article usage. On the basis of Wahid’s fi nding, we 
expect to identify article use choices infl uenced more by genre than by variety, 
though at varying degree. Secondly, on the basis of fi ndings in Görlach (1998), 
Schilk and Schaub (2016), and Akinlotan and Housen (2017), it can be observed 
that the syntactic position shows signifi cant infl uences on the structural confi gu-
ration of the noun phrase in New Englishes, as well as Nigerian English. In fact, 
the strong infl uence of syntactic function on noun phrase structural choices in 
Nigerian variety is well shown in Akinlotan and Housen (2017). Therefore, we 
expect a correlation between the syntactic position of the encompassing noun 
phrase and the choices of article uses. More specifi cally, since the noun phrase 
at the subject position in Nigerian English is more likely to be less complex 
than non-subject NPs due to regular absence of pre- and post-modfi cation which 
adds to complexity of NP, then one can predict that many subject NPs will be 
realized or associated with structural choice of defi nite article usage. In other 
words, we expect non-subject NPs to attract far much more structural article use 
than subject NPs. Also, we expect subject NPs to be associated more often with 
anaphoric and contextual uses, given that (a new) referent(s), which form the 
basis of discourse, is usually positioned at this syntactic position. As can be seen 
in Table 1, this syntactic position is also crucial to Prince’s distinction of fi rst and 
second mention on one hand, and hearer-new and discourse-new on the other side. 
In other words, independent behaviour of variables representing genre, variety, 
and syntactic function of the NP in relation to choices of article use in Nigerian 
variety can be compared to those fi ndings from other varieties in Wahid (2013), 
while simultaneously showing how Nigerian English stands in relation to other 
Outer and Inner Circle varieties of English in article system.

4. Method: annotation procedure and textual classifi cation

Using AntConc linguistic tools (Anthony 2014), instances of the defi nite NPs 
starting with the defi nite article the were extracted from diff erent genres like 
academic technical, academic social science, editorial, reportage, social letters, 
and skill hobbies of the written section of Nigerian component of the Interna-
tional Corpus of English (ICE). All the texts in the written section were accessed 
for the NPs extraction, except for reportage where only the fi rst 26 of 69 texts 
were used. In order to ensure a balanced and representational sample, NPs were 
extracted from additional texts outside the ICE. For example, the 25 texts in the 
skill & hobbies did not produce a suffi  cient number of NPs, hence additional 
defi nite noun phrases were extracted from other texts matching the ICE criteria.

Additional tokens were also extracted from texts corresponding to the ICE 
themes and included in private messages of a Nigerian online forum Nairaland 
(Osewa 2005). After extraction, the datasets were cleaned (i.e. irrelevances such 
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as wrong POS tagging were removed from the datasets), which resulted into the 
following frequencies: academic technical (1,711), academic social science (1,413), 
editorial (1,671), reportage (1,120), social letters (1,310), and skill hobbies (1,449), 
all of which sum up to 8,674 NPs. These NPs were further coded for six defi nite 
article usage types (see Table 1 for the six categories used in the present study) 
which emerge from the reconceptualisation of usage types in Hawkins (1978), 
Prince (1981), and Wahid (2013). Following Poesio and Vieira’s (1998) minimal 
semantic coding, we revised Wahid’s (2013) long list of ten coding categories 
into 6 categories, simultaneously closing in on the considerate overlap between 
Hawkins’s and Prince’s categories.

For instance, Hawkins’s two situational uses and Prince’s two Inferrable 
uses are collapsed into Contextual and Inferential uses. The resultant reclassi-
fi cation takes into account the possible interference from the article systems in 
local Nigerian languages (Akinlotan 2016). Lamidi (2007) has also shown that 
in Nigerian English, instances of article use in idiomatic, non-referential, and 
generic (as classifi ed by Wahid) appear to manifest an underlying infl uence from 
the local Nigerian Yoruba languages. On the basis of this interference reported 
by Lamidi (2007) and Akinlotan (2016), non-referential and idiomatic uses are 
thus collapsed into generic use. Therefore, given diff erent article systems in the 
numerous local Nigerian languages which compete for production in Nigerian 
noun phrase, together with Lamidi’s fi ndings, one can therefore presume that the 
width of context (including contextual interference) required in identifying referent 
in Nigerian noun phrase is perhaps much wider or complex than those required in 
British or American English, more especially as construed by Hawkins and Prince.

On the basis of proximity, distribution in contextual use in our data is taken 
to equate distribution in situation use in Wahid. Similarly, distribution in generic 
use in Wahid is approximated on the average1 (we divided by 3 the sum of scores 
in non-referential, idiomatic, and generic). For instance in Table 2, generic scores 
for British English is the average of 10.1 + 7.1 + 9.2 = 26.4, which is then divided 
by 3, and returns 8.8. This adjustment method is repeated for all the cases under 
consideration.

Furthermore, on the basis of the relationship between the grammatical posi-
tion and the uses of the defi nite article, the grammatical functions (e.g. subject 
or non-subject) that the NPs perform are also annotated for.

Following the cues from Schilk and Schaub (2016) as well as Akinlotan 
and Housen (2017), the results from two grammatical functions, i.e. subject and 
non-subject, were presented in the present study, even though eight grammatical 
functions were accounted for (see Akinlotan and Housen 2017). For instance, 
the defi nite NP the newly elected President in the clause the newly President 
has vowed to fi ght the widespread corruption killing this country functions as 
the subject, whereas the widespread corruption killing this country functions as the 
direct object. In other words, all the non-subject grammatical functions such as
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Table 1. Conceptualisation of defi nite uses among Hawkins’s, Prince’s, Wahid’s, 
and the present study’s categories

HAWKINS PRINCE WAHID PRESENT 
STUDY

Anaphoric use Textually 
evoked use

Textual Anaphoric

Immediate situation
i. Visible situation use
ii. Immediate situation use

Situationally 
evoked use

Situational Contextual

i. Visible situation use Inferrable use Contextual
Larger situation use
i. specifi c knowledge in the 

larger situation
ii. general knowledge in the 

larger situation

Contextual

Associative anaphoric use Inferrable use Associative anaphoric 
use

Inferential

‘Unfamiliar’ uses in NPs 
with explanatory modifi ers
i. Establishing relative 

clauses
ii. Associative clausses
iii. NP complement
iv. Iv. Nominal modifi ers
v. ‘unexplanatory’ modifi ers

Containing 
Inferrable 
use/ Textually 
evoked use

Structural Structural

Non-referential e.g. 
He is the leader

Generic

Generic e.g. 
The computer is 
a wonderful thing

Generic

Idiomatic e.g. Grab 
the bull by its horns

Generic

Repair e.g. The, er, 
the project is useless

Contextual

Repeat e.g. The, the 
man came early today

Contextual

Unknown e.g. the 
guy (with insuffi  cient 
context for 
identifi cation)

Assumptive

Unused
5 categories 6 categories 10 categories 6 categories
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direct object, preposition phrase, apposition, subject complement, and indirect 
object were merged into one category as a non-subject function. Using SPSS 
statistical package, the data were analysed using frequency distribution techniques 
that include chi square, adjusted average/means, and cross tabulation. The results 
are presented and discussed below.

5. Results

In this section, the results emerging from the independent behaviour of the vari-
ables representing variety, genre, and grammatical function are presented.

5.1 Variety

As Table 2 shows, the defi nite article in Nigerian English is used most frequently 
in the contextual category (42%), followed by anaphoric (23%), and then struc-
tural (19%). This pattern is similar to fi ndings in Wahid (2013), though structural 
category is well ahead of anaphoric. Fraurud’s (1990) argument that the defi nite 
article is not frequently used for anaphoric contexts appear to be well illustrated in 
our sample. Given that a variety can be taken as a variable with which structural 
and meaning variations can be accounted for, then, as can be seen in Table 2, 
Nigerian English appears to diff er from other similar varieties in preference for 
certain choices. For instance, unlike other varieties, contextual use (42%) in 
Nigerian English is more likely to occur than any other article uses. Nigerian 
variety’s most preferred choice (contextual use), which stands at 42%, is well 
ahead of other varieties’ most preferred choice at 23%, 19%, 11%, 3%, and 1%. 
This suggest a clear preferential pattern in our variety, as against sparse variation 
in other varieties. The nearest to 42% preferential patterns for contextual use in 

Table 2. A comparison of overall defi nite article usages across Inner and Outer 
English Varieties2

Article Use 
Types

Inner Varieties of English Outer Varieties of English
NigE AusE BrE NZE AmE SgE PhilE IndE KenE

Anaphoric 23 9.4 8.4 11 14.2 16.9 15.1 11.3 13.7 
Structural 19 9.9 14 16.6 12 9.7 14.1 12.3 11.3 
Contextual 42 14.7 11.1 14.5 13.1 10.5 15.8 9.6 10.7 
Generic 3 9.4 8.8 12.7 14 10 15  7 23
Inferential 11 9 9.6 9.6 18.8 16.2 14.3 14.3 8.3 
Assumptive 1 --- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----- ----- -----
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Nigerian variety are found in varieties such as Australian (14.7%) and New Zealand 
(14.5%), which could be said to be signifi cantly diff erent. Also, a similar pattern 
is found in anaphoric use which is much more likely to be present in Nigerian 
English than in any other variety (23% in Nigerian vs. 16.9% in Singaporean 
English). However, sparse variation is found in Inferential uses (11%), despite 
the fact that American and Singaporean Englishes diff er to a reasonable degree 
at 18.8% and 16.2% respectively.

As Table 2 shows, the inclusion of Nigerian English gives much more 
credence and insights into the predicting strength and capabilities of variety in 
manifesting features associated to diff erent varieties. Wahid attributed the lack 
of clear patterns in the varieties studied to the dissimilarity in his data, but it 
might also mean that there is no really signifi cant diff erence between article 
systems of the selected varieties or little or no infl uence from article systems in 
the local/competing languages is attested on the article systems of the varieties 
understudied. In other words, the signifi cant diff erence between Nigerian English 
and other varieties suggests the possibility of strong infl uences on article system 
in Nigerian English from local Nigerian languages which operate defi nite article 
systems that largely hinge on wide range context processing. For instance, Wahid 
did attribute the sparse variation found in Outer varieties to variation in diff er-
ence in texts used for the study (e.g. generic use in Kenyan English stands at 
23%), rather than the possibility of interference from diff erent article systems 
operating local languages that co-exist with Kenyan English. Table 2 appears 
not to suffi  ciently capture the depth of variation shows by the distribution, hence 
Figure 1, which aptly illustrates these underlying variations across the varieties. 
The extent to which Nigerian English varies from other Inner and Outer varieties 
becomes clearer in Figure 1.

Fig. 1. Overall article uses in Nigerian and other varieties of English
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Given that variety as a factor is outweighed by genre in Wahid, then it is important 
to see how genre turns out in our data.

5.2 Genre

Genre has been shown to infl uence choices relating to structure and meaning. This 
important variable has also been shown competing strongly with other variables 
in infl uencing constructional outcomes. Following Wahid’s (2013, 31) fi ndings 
in which genre outweighs variety in predicting defi nite article usage, a fi nding 
which correlates with Biber et al. (1999, 20), we conducted a chi square test of 
independence on the distributions in our study to fi nd out whether this is the case 
in our corpus data. The chi square results show that there is very little relationship 
between genre and defi nite article use type in our data {χ2 (10) =398 p<0.000}; 
contextual uses are more likely to be used in private (55%) than in academic (36%) 
and/or media (36%). Our results contrast with Wahid’s (2013) where anaphoric, 
structural, and contextual are most likely to be used in reportage/media than in 
any other texts. As can be seen in Table 3, there is very little relationship found 
between anaphoric and structural uses and genre in our data.

However, the result where Inferential uses are more likely to occur in academic 
(15%) and media (12%) than in interactional (5%) writing is in accordance with 
Wahid’s (2013) fi nding. In Wahid’s fi ndings, inferential as well as generic uses are 
more likely to occur in academic and media texts than in interactional text. For 
example, in Indian English there is preference for inferential at 6% in academic 
and reportage, while preference stands at 2% in interactional/private writing. 
Also, in Wahid’s fi ndings, more variability is shown in the academic writing than 
in any other texts. As can be seen in Table 3, we do not fi nd clear preferential 
pattern in the infl uence on genre on article use choices. This is contrary to clear 
preferential pattern found in the infl uence of variety on the choices of defi nite 
article in Table 2. The likelihood of choices in anaphoric, structural, generic, and 
assumptive is about the same chances across the academic, media, and interactional 
(28% versus 24% versus 17% for anaphoric use; 19%, versus 23%, versus 17% 
for structural use; 3% versus 4% for generic use). 

Table 3. A distribution of article use type by genre

Anaphoric
n         %

Contextual
n           %

Inferential
n          %

Structural
n         %

Generic
n        %

Assumptive
n           %

Total
n       %

Academic 863    28 1117     36 461     15 579     19 80     3 24        1 3124  100
Media 676    24 1013     36 333     12 632     23 107   4 30        1 2791  100
Interactional 482    17 1529     55 147     5 467     17 114   4 20        1 2759  100
Total 2021   23 3659     42 941     11 1678   19 301   3 74        1 8674  100
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In order to meet the objective of this study, we compare genre results in our 
corpus data to genre results in other varieties as reported in Wahid (2013). Figure 2 
shows how genres in Nigerian English compare with genres in British (BrE), 
American (AmE), New Zealand (NZE), Australian (AusE), and Indian English 
(IndE). Our expectation that Nigerian English would behave more similar to British 
English, at least for historical reasons, is dismissed. The most similar behaviour is 
found in Australian English, where text types and contextual uses behave exactly 
the same way as in Nigerian English. In other words, irrespective of text types, 
contextual uses are most predominant in both varieties. However, while structural 
use is the second preferred choice after contextual use in Australian English, again 
irrespective of text type, anaphoric use is the second preferred choice in Nigerian 
English. Meanwhile the media text/genre in Australian English behaves similarly 
to media text in Nigerian English, where contextual use is the most preferred 
choice. On the other hand, structural use is predominant in the academic and 
interactional texts in the British English. Next to Australian English in terms of 
proximity to Nigerian English are New Zealand and American Englishes, where 
contextual uses are also predominant in interactional and media texts. 

However, this is not clearly the case in Indian English, where there is strong 
competition between structural and contextual uses in interactional text type. In 
another light, there is convergence of preference in the varieties. For instance, 
in all the varieties under comparison, media text appears to favour contextual 
use, though there is very little preference for this choice in British and Nigerian 
Englishes. Similarly, in all the varieties except British English, interactional text 
appears to favour contextual use. Relatedly, choices in academic text in Indian, 
American, British, and New Zealand varieties pattern similarly in that structural 
type is highly preferred to other choices, whereas the opposite is the case in 
Nigerian and Australian Englishes, where contextual use is the top category. 
Unlike Wahid’s (2013) fi ndings which did not reveal patterns emanating from the 
varieties, the above preferential patterns identifi ed in our corpus data show that 
variety can indeed be a good predictor. Of course the results here might refl ect 
diff erences in method/design or in reconceptualisation of Wahid’s categories, yet 
variety, especially as it embodies peculiarities distinguishing varieties from one 
another, remains a topmost variable of itself in the studies of New Englishes.

However, given that text type in the varieties under consideration lend them-
selves to the emerging patterns found in the present study, then the contributory 
role of genre as a determinant cannot be discounted. Of course the strong infl u-
ence of genre on language use has been established and founded, though there 
are chances of being outweigh by another variable. Also, Wahid attributed his 
failure to fi nd variety as a stronger predictor to the lack of a large sample size, 
which, on the basis of our sample size, may not be essentially necessary for the 
infl uence of variety to emerge as a better predictor of article use. One possible 
answer could be conceptualising the meaning/use of the defi nite article in such 
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Fig. 2: Nigerian English compared to other Inner and Outer varieties in terms of 
the genres of interactional, academic and media.3
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a way that accounts for interferences from article system in local languages that 
co-exist with the varieties at hand (e.g. Nigerian, and Indian English co-exist 
with many local languages that operate somewhat diff erent article system from 
that of English).

5.3 Syntactic function 

Given that syntactic function/position of structural element within the larger defi nite 
NP infl uences article use type (Hawkins 1978; Prince 1981), then it is important 
to fi nd out whether such syntactic function of the whole defi nite NP within which 
the article appears is infl uential on choices of usage type. A chi square test of 
independence on the distribution shows that there is some relationship between the 
syntactic function of the NP and the article usage type {χ2 (5)=90.574 p<0.0000}; 
anaphoric use is more likely to appear in subject NPs (30%) than in non-subject 
NPs (21%). Meanwhile, structural use is more likely to appear in non-subject NPs 
(21%) than in subject NPs (14%). On the basis of our expectation that, in some 
New Englishes such as Nigerian English, the subject NP which is far simpler 
than the non-subject NP will attract far less structural uses because the structural 
element (modifi cation) required is rarely used in subject NP (Schilk and Schuab 
2016), it is surprising that the variability between structural use in subject and 
non-subject NPs is very small (14% versus 21%). One would expect a much 
wider variation since modifi cations are more likely to appear with subject NP 
than non-subject NPs. One possible answer to this scenario is that modifi cation 
is less likely to occur even with non-subject NPs in Nigerian English, such that 
Nigerian NPs are generally simple (Akinlotan and Housen 2017). The absence 
of modifi cation thus means that many of the NPs are processed using contextual, 
immediate or distant mappings that are innate to the native speakers of Nigerian 
English or co-existing local Nigerian languages. In other words, choices of defi -
nite article in Nigerian are negotiated by the systems in the native language and 
the target system in Nigerian English (or the norm-providing variety, which is 
usually the British or American variety of English). The importance of context 
processing therefore validates the preference for contextual use in our corpus 
data, against other varieties where modifi cation is more likely to occur in the 
non-subject NPs. Similarly, since non-subject NPs are more likely to co-occur 
with modifi cation which contextualises the identifi cation of the referent, then one 
would expect frequency that shows preferences for more contextual non-subject 
NPs than contextual subject NPs.

Figure 3 shows concisely the relative strength of variation occurring in rela-
tion to the syntactic position of the noun phrase with which the defi nite article 
is confi gured.
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Table 4. A distribution of article use by grammatical functions of the NP

Anaphoric
n          %

Contextual
n          %

Inferential
n          %

Structural
n         %

Generic
n         %

Assumptive
n           %

Total
n        %

Subject 631      30 872      41 237      11 307     14 57      3 16         1 2120   100
Non-subject 1390    21 2787    43 704      11 1371   21 244    4 58         1 6554   100
Total 2021    23 3659    42 941      11 1678   19 301    3 74         1 8674   100

Fig. 3. Distribution of article use by the grammatical function of the NPs

As can be seen in Table 4 and Figure 3, grammatical function is not a very good 
predictor of article usage in this variety, although it reflects simplification idiosyn-
crasies inherent in Nigerian NP.

However, evidence from anaphoric and structural uses suggest that usages 
can still be linked and explained in terms of syntactic positions of the noun phrase 
in which the definite article appears.

6. Conclusion

The present paper has discussed the extent of variability in definite article usages 
in Nigerian English, simultaneously showing how this variety compares with 
similar varieties. The study also shows that there is emphatic variability in definite 
article usages in varieties that are similar to Nigerian English. It can be argued 
that variability in Nigerian English is significantly influenced by different article 
systems operating different local Nigerian languages. Such strong influence there-
fore outweighs the influence of genre, which has been noted in previous studies 
as a strong determinant explaining semantic and structural variation. On the basis 
of different text types studied, together with different variables, the study further 
shows that definite article usages in New Englishes can be well predicted. The 
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present study, which revises Wahid’s (2013) method, shows that predictors might 
not only explain the variation underlying the phenomenon understudy, but also 
provide insights into peculiarities associated with the variety.

On the basis of clearer preferential pattern that emerges from variety (see 
Table 2 and Figure 1), which relegates genre and syntactic function, it can thus 
be said that variety as a variable in our case outweighs genre or syntactic func-
tion as a predictor of defi nite article usage. The inclusion of Nigerian English 
gives much more credence to the predicting strength of variety in article usage. 
In contrast to Wahid’s fi nding, where structural use competes with situational/
contextual use, there is a clear preference for contextual (42%) use in Nigerian 
English, relegating structural use (19%) to the third position. The predictive 
strength of grammatical function, which is not so distant from genre, shows that 
uses/choices in (in)defi nite article (perhaps as well as other determiners) can, to 
some great extent, be explained in terms of the syntactic position of the phrase 
that bears them, even though our expectations are not clearly borne out. We had 
expected large variation between structural use in subject and non-subject NPs, 
but this turned out to be a sparse one at 14% versus 21%. However, the extent 
of such infl uence is subject to debate, and one possible speculation maybe that 
article system in Nigerian English manifests much more interference from the local 
Nigerian languages (Lamidi 2007). Also, the revision of defi nite article theoretic 
frameworks, together with associated issues of coding semantic categories, has 
shown that predicting linguistic choices is very sensitive to changes in context, 
no matter how small such changes could appear.

On the other hand, there is a convergence in the behaviour of academic text 
in which inferential uses are more likely to occur in academic text than in any 
other text, a scenario that is also present in Wahid’s study. Irrespective of genre, 
contextual uses are predominant in Australian and Nigerian English. Accounting 
for inability to explain choices of defi nite article usage on the basis of diff erences 
in varieties, Wahid attributed this to the dissimilarity of data in the American 
variety to the other varieties. The fact that data in the present study is somewhat 
dissimilar to other varieties, and yet shows the relationship between variety and 
choices in defi nite article usage, shows that the lack of visibility in the preferen-
tial pattern in Wahid’s study resulted from another underlying factor. Perhaps the 
nature of text type included in the varieties under study plays a very important 
role in the emergence of variety as a better predictor. In other words, genre and 
variety as variables predicting language choices are intertwined, which is evident 
in some convergence recorded among the varieties considered. For instance, in all 
the varieties studied, media and interaction texts appear to associate more with 
contextual use than with any other article usage. Also, the behaviour of genres 
in Nigerian English correlates with the behavior of genres in Australian English.

Missing out on one of our expectations, British English is found to have 
diff erent preferential pattern  to Nigerian English. In other words, New Zealand and 



 Predicting Defi nite Article Usages in New Englishes 119

American Englishes are more similar to Nigerian English in the scale of defi nite 
article usage choices. Given fi ndings in the present study, a further study under-
taking the analysis of the interaction of syntactic function, genre and variety in 
relation to the choices of defi nite article use would advance our present knowledge. 
For instance, a multivariate analysis using logistic regression in which variables 
are analysed simultaneously may turn the slide. This would resound Görlach’s 
(1998) assertion that the task of measuring the extent of variation, be it structural 
or semantic, in New Englishes should be a continuous endeavour.

Notes

1 The scores in non-referential, idiomatic, and generic are added together, then 
divided by 3. For instance in Table 2, generic scores for British English is the 
average of 10.1 + 7.1 + 9.2 = 26.4 which is then divided by 3, resulting into 
8.8. This adjustment method is repeated for all these cases.

2  Percentages are compared to Wahid’s data (2013) of which generic percent-
ages used here are derived from the average resulting from Non-referential, 
Idiomatic, and Generic because these categories are merged in the present 
study as one category of Generic.

3  Assumptive is not included as this category is not studied in Wahid.
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