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The Definiteness Cycle (Lyons 1999) offers an ideal rendering of the grammaticalization
trajectory of determiners. In the Definiteness Cycle, the form and the meaning of a determiner
progressively weaken. The weakened determiner will be reinforced by another definite
morpheme until it is eventually fully replaced. The cycle will then be repeated. Meanwhile, an
intermediate stage can occur that is characterized by the coexistence of old and new forms
(a.k.a layering; Hopper 1991).The variety of English spoken in York in northern England
provides a unique opportunity to study the diachronic development of the English determiner
system. First, the definite article first developed from the demonstrative paradigm in the north
of England in early Middle English (McColl Millar 2000). Second, the York English Corpus
(Tagliamonte 1996–1998) has three vernacular determiner constructions that appear to
represent subsequent stages in the cycle: the zero article, reduced determiners and complex
demonstratives (Rupp 2007, Tagliamonte & Roeder 2009). They are illustrated in (1a–c),
respectively:
(1)

(a) You used to have to walk across Ø floor and ask a girl to dance. (YRK, Bradley
Lowe, 62)
(b) Our street is better than ? next street. (YRK, Bradley Lowe, 62)
(c) What is that there red book do you know. (YRK, Albert Jackson, 66)

Drawing on Rupp & Tagliamonte (forthcoming), I probe the emergence and function of
these three determiners from the joint perspective of language variation and change, historical
linguistics and discourse-pragmatics: What has been their place in the English determiner
system over time and what is their function in the York community in the 20th century? In
order to tap the phenomenon, I used the York English Corpus (Tagliamonte 1996–1998; 50
speakers) and a range of historical sources (including the Oxford English Dictionary (1989)
and The Penn-York Computer Annotated Corpus of a Large Amount of English (2015)). The
York English data were analysed using statistical techniques including multivariate analysis
(Goldvarb). I will report the following findings:
(1)
(2)

(3)

While the zero article dates back to Old English; today, speakers seem to use the zero
article with nouns whose referent has a low degree of individuation (viz. Epstein 1994
for French).
The reduced determiner is best analysed as a reduced distal demonstrative (that) that has
weakened in form and function, as Rupp (2007) and McColl Millar (2000) have shown.
The reduced distal demonstrative has been recycled as an identity marker by young
York men (Tagliamonte & Roeder 1999).
The reduced demonstrative was reinforced by a locative adverb. Over time, the use of
complex demonstratives has been extended from conveying only ‘regular’ deictic
meanings to a new meaning that can be conceived of as ‘psychological deixis’
(following Johannessen 2006).

I envisage that the determiners have survived a transitory stage and remained a
productive alternative option under certain conditions to the extent that they are now used to
express subjective meanings. This analysis corroborates the idea that discourse-pragmatic

factors can influence the grammaticalization process (Epstein 1995, Traugott 1995) and lead
to an alternative path in the cycle.
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