Register variation and distributional patterns in article omission in Dutch headlines


Summary

This paper presents a corpus study into article omission in newspaper headlines. The corpus consists of material from a variety of Dutch and Flemish newspapers. The most important factor influencing the frequency of article omission in headlines is the journalistic genre in which it occurs. The main focus of the study is on the semantic and syntactic distribution of the phenomenon, on the basis of which a case will be made for its description as a manifestation of the more widespread decline of the article in Dutch and not as a phenomenon motivated solely by pragmatic factors.


1. Introduction

Registers such as newspaper headlines, diary style, telegram style and the type of language found on internet blogs and forums are characterized by the ellipsis of syntactic elements that are obligatorily present in other contexts. In Dutch headlines we find omission of functional categories like determiners (1a), prepositions (1b), auxiliaries (1c) and copulas (1d).

(1) a.	Autoconcern 	Saab	krijgt	bescherming 	van 	staat (NRC Handelsblad, 21/9/2012)
car manufacturer 	Saab	gets	protection	of	state
‘The car manufacturer Saab obtains protection from the government.’
b.	Vaker gijzeling wanbetaler (BN De Stem, 16/7/2013)
	oftener hostage defaulters
	‘Defaulters are held hostage more often.’
	c.	Nederlander verongelukt 	in	Eifel (BN De Stem, 16/7/2013)
		Dutchman	killed 	in 	Eifel.
		‘A Dutchman was killed in the Eifel.’
	d.	Meer 	Grieken 	werkloos  (De Standaard, 12/7/2013)
		more		Greeks 	unemployed
		‘More and more Greeks are becoming unemployed.’
	
Such cases of omission of function words have been described from different perspectives. Guides to journalistic writing provide students with the advice to leave out articles from headlines (cf. Asbreuk & De Moor 2007: 430-431). In the scope of applied linguistic research, headlines of press reports have been compared to headlines of news reports based on them (cf. Pander Maat & Van Tongeren 2010). In that field, phenomena like in (1) are assumed to be the result of an operation intentionally applied by a professional journalist in order to produce a short headline.
Article omission is not restricted to headlines, but can be related to a more general evolution in Dutch, which is described by, among others, Van der Horst (2003: 235-236):

“The article is past his peak. In the Old and Middle Dutch period, there was a rise of contexts in which the article could be used, but in the 19th and 20th century the general trend is a decline of the article. This is not altered by the fact that, probably, different causes have to be assumed for sub-evolutions.

The question is to what extent article omission is the result of the confined space available to the journalist or as a sub-evolution of the general evolution as described by Van der Horst (2003).
	The diachronic perspective has consequences for the description and analysis of the grammatical properties of article omission. If omission in headlines is a manifestation of the general decline of the article, we could expect that there will be similarities between the distributional properties of article omission in headlines and article omission in other contexts and varieties. Consider in this respect the sentence (2a) from De Lange’s (2008: 95) corpus study:

(2) a.	Regering	en	oppositie	claimen	de	zege	in	Azerbeidzjan.
‘Government	and	opposition	claim	the	victory	in	Azerbaijan’

De Lange’s hypothesis, based on Stowell (1999), is that syntactic position has an effect on the omission of the article (cf. also Stowell 1990, 1996). De Lange distinguishes between the ‘sentence-initial’ position of the subject regering en oppositie and the ‘sentence-internal’ position of the direct object de zege. Omission of the article occurs in both positions, but a clear preference for omission is found only in initial position. Indeed, deletion of the overt article is excluded in direct object position if the article is not deleted in the subject as well. A sentence like (2b) would be ill-formed:

(2) b.	?	De	regering		en	oppositie	claimen	zege	in	Azerbeidzjan.
the 	government	and	opposition	claim	victory	in	Azerbaijan

The fact that articles are omitted for journalistic purposes does not explain that the syntactic context has an impact on the possibility of omitting the article. However, in earlier studies on the diachronic decline of the article attention has been drawn to similar syntactic asymmetries.  Oosterhof (2008a) shows that in dialects spoken in the northern part of the Dutch province of Groningen the article is omitted in sentence-initial position but not in the internal position. This phenomenon can be related to the information structure of the sentence and to some aspects of Leiss’ (2000: 8) study into the general evolutions in the history of the article and its connection to information-structural properties (see section 5).
	The corpus study presented here contributes to the description of factors playing a role in article omission in headlines. We show that this evolution is part of the general decline of the article but that its concrete manifestation depends on the grammatical and pragmatic context. Our corpus study sheds light on what factors influence the possibility to omit the article of different constituents. Within this scope we will also consider the variation among newspapers from different parts of the Dutch language area and among a number of journalistic genres.
	Section 2 is devoted to a discussion of the results of earlier corpus research and we will make clear why it is necessary to carry out our own investigation of corpus material. Methodological issues and the choices made in the selection of corpus material will be discussed in section 3. The results of the study will be presented in section 4.  In section 5, we will present an interpretation of the data and try to provide an account of the phenomenon under consideration. The paper will be concluded in section 6.


2. Problems and basic assumptions of corpus research into headlines

2.1 Earlier corpus studies
In Asbreuk & De Moor (2007:376), a guide to journalistic writing, prospective journalists are instructed as follows:

“Although the final headline is determined by the editor-in-chief, it is useful to come up with a suggestion yourself. (…) That is why we take a look at how good headlines can be created. (…) A news flash headline typically contains few prepositions and articles (…).” (our translation, AO & GR)

This quote illustrates that the creation of headlines is taught in journalism courses. A methodological problem is that the linguist’s introspective judgements are not necessarily equivalent to the choices made by journalists and/or editors. Corpus data are essential for describing omission phenomena in such a consciously acquired variety. De Lange (2008) presents results of a corpus study into 1000 Dutch and 1000 Italian newspaper headlines.
	In the introduction, we already referred to the hypothesis that omission of the article is related to the syntactic position/function of the constituent. De Lange’s observations based on corpus data like those in table 1 are interesting, but unfortunately her results must be relativized in some respects. To begin with, there are some factors playing a role in cases like (2a) that do not seem to be fully recognized in De Lange’s study. In (2a), the absence of an overt article  can be accounted for as the result of coordinating the nouns regering and oppositie. In such constructions, the overt article can be left out not only in special registers like headlines, but in neutral contexts as well (cf. Heycock & Zamparelli 2003, Van der Horst 2008: 615, 1126, 1404, 1697).
	Admittedly, De Lange (2008: 81-82) does make a distinction between two situations that can occur in this respect:

· “Instances of non-legitimate omission of articles: headlines in which in article-requiring-noun contexts, which in normal standard adult grammar would have required the use of an article, articles were omitted.”
· “Instances of legitimate omission of articles: cases in which the omission of the article (use of a Bare Noun) is required by the standard rules of grammar of the language.”

However, the latter situation does not apply to (2a), since omission of the article is not required by standard rules of Dutch grammar, but omission is only optional. This distinction made by De Lange does not enable her to deal with the presence of coordination in sentences like (2a) as a factor allowing article omission in standard grammar. Anyhow, De Lange (2008) presents (2a) as an example of the contrast between sentence-initial and -internal positions. This implies that she does not clearly take into account the presence of coordination. Article omission in headlines is not an isolated phenomenon and an accurate interpretation of corpus results in cases like (2) can only be reached if principles of Dutch grammar are taken into account in the analysis.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Other examples presented by De Lange as instances of this effect of position are likewise not unproblematic. Consider example (i), which is used in De Lange’s (2008 :122) experiment in which readers were asked to give their judgements on headlines

(De)	krab	verovert	(de)	Noordzee.
(the)	crab	conquers	(the)	North Sea

Apart from syntactic position, there is another clear grammatical difference between both noun phrases. The subject is a generic noun phrase, while the object consists of a (geographical) proper name. We know from the literature that proper names appear “with or without an article in a non-systematic manner (E-ANS §4.6.1.1). So, potential differences between the judgements on the acceptability of omission in the two positions could well be the result of this lexically determined factor.] 

	Furthermore, the realization of overt articles in headlines can be affected by the journalistic genre of the text as a whole. Example (2a) can be retrieved from the internet archive of the newspaper and is the headline of a longer reportage piece consisting of 12 paragraphs and 750 words. It is written by a local correspondent describing the atmosphere in the streets of Baku and citing five oral sources. Such an article cannot be identified as a news flash, but belongs to another type of journalistic genre. Asbreuk & De Moor (2013: 376-377) write:

“It rather makes a difference whether you create a headline of a news flash or a headline of a reportage piece or an analytical story. News headlines are different from other headlines in that strict rules are applied. A news flash headline typically contains few prepositions and articles. (…) While in news headlines you are committed to the news, other genres allow more creative expressions of the content.” (our translation, AO & GR)

So, it could well be that the presence of an overt article in a headline like the one in (2a) can be related to the fact that this headline is not necessarily representative of the type of headlines found in news flashes.
Although we have focussed on only one example sentence, the complications discussed here have implications for the usability of such data. Note that (2a) is the only corpus-based example of this sentence type that is presented by De Lange (2008) to illustrate the effect of position in Dutch. (cf. footnote 1 for a discussion of one of the test sentences used in the elicitation experiment). Table 1 contains the total results from De Lange’s study for sentences with a finite verb:

	
	Initial position
	Internal position

	Number of contexts
	456
	277

	Number of omissions
	434
	247

	%
	95,2%
	89,2%


Table 1: De Lange’s (2008: 95) results for omissions in headlines with finite verb

The effect of position represented in table 1 is significant (cf. De Lange 2008: 95), but it is clear from the table that even a small number of changes in the results could lead to loss of significance.
	A final point of discussion is that the corpus used by De Lange (2008) is not representative of the Dutch language as a whole: it does not have a Flemish component. 
The objective of our corpus study is to refine the description of article omission in headlines in three respects. We have to (1) deal with the fact that omissions are allowed in standard Dutch grammar in a conscientious manner; (2) take into account variation among genres and (3) include Flemish data.


2.2 Hypotheses

With regard to the influence of the journalistic genre of a newspaper article on the omission of the articles in its headline, our hypothesis is that the frequency of article omission is higher as the focus of the genre is more on presenting a piece of news in a concise manner, like in short news flashes.
		No hypothesis will be proposed regarding the effect of syntactic position. Based on earlier research by Stowell (1990, 1996, 1999) and De Lange (2008), we could expect that the syntactic position does make a difference. However, some remarks were made on De Lange’s conclusion that in corpus data there is a relation between the position of a constituent and omission of its article. In our study, we will formulate this topic as a research question: What is the effect of the grammatical context in which a constituent occurs on the frequency of omission of its article?


3. Overview of the corpus and methods


The headlines in our corpus were gathered in the period between September 2011 and September 2014. Below we discuss some other aspects of our corpus material and methodology.


3.2 Journalistic genres

Our hypothesis is that article omission more frequently occurs in newsflash headlines than in other genres. In the literature on journalistic writing skills, the newsflash genre is defined as follows (Asbreuk & De Moor 2013: 407, our translation):

“The newsflash is the most concise journalistic genre. It has one to three paragraphs, at most thirty lines. Its goal is to inform the reader about a news item in a factual, clear, accurate and concise manner. (…) A newsflash considers only one issue.”

The largest part of the corpus consists of headlines from such news reports.
	Reports longer than three paragraphs cannot be identified as newsflashes. Such stories can be referred to as in-depth reports. Asbreuk & De Moor (2013: 407) present this definition:

“An in-depth report discusses a subject that is too broad or newsworthy to be handled in a short newsflash.  (…). The in-depth report is an informative genre: it presents a detailed description of a news item. It contains a terse style of writing. A news report can be made at one’s desk, but for an in-depth report it is necessary for the journalist to set off.”

So, we have a clear criterion to distinguish between these two genres: a text longer than three paragraphs or thirty lines does not belong to the newsflash register, but must be identified as an in-depth report.
	Furthermore, our corpus contains a smaller number of headlines from two other genres, that can be referred to as background reports and opinion pieces. Background reports are defined as follows:

“If a story has been part of the news, the next step is a background report. An essential property is that more than one source is cited: listening to both sides. (…) The goal of a background report is presenting background information on the news. (…) While background reports used to be rather extensive stories (up to 2 500 words), nowadays a text of 450 words can be a background report too.” (Asbreuk & De Moor 2013: 408)

Asbreuk & De Moor (2013: 409) present the followig definition of an opinion piece:

“In an opinion piece an (experienced) journalist presents his opinions on an actual issue. (…) An opinion piece has a subjective nature; the writer criticizes, takes sides, condemns or applauds certain facts. (…) Such stories are published on special correspondence pages.”

On the basis of these definitions and the discussion in previous sections, we can now assume the following hypothesis:

(3) Hypothesis: The more a genre focuses on the concise description of an actual news item, the more frequent the articles in its headlines will be omitted, as is represented by the following hierarchy: newsflash > in-depth report > background report > opinion piece


3.3 Corpus overview

Table 2 presents an overview of our headlines corpus.

	newsflashes
	Netherlands
	quality newspaper
	430

	
	
	tabloid
	75

	
	
	regional newspaper
	164

	
	
	total
	670

	
	Flanders
	quality newspaper
	412

	
	
	tabloid
	109

	
	
	total
	521

	in-depth reports
	Netherlands
	quality newspaper
	66

	
	Flanders
	quality newspaper
	90

	background reports
	Netherlands
	quality newspaper
	40

	
	Flanders
	quality newspaper
	10

	
	
	tabloid
	2

	opinion pieces
	Netherlands
	quality newspaper
	10

	
	Flanders
	quality newspaper
	41

	total
	1450


Table 2: Overview


3.4 Analysis of different types of omissions

In order to make an inventory of article omission in headlines, two situations have to be distinguished carefully (cf. also §2). Compare the underlined constituents in (4) and (5):

(4) a.	Man	die	in	slaap	viel	vrijuit	na	ongeluk (BN De Stem, 16/7/2013)
		man	who	in	sleep	fell	acquitted	after 	accident
	b.	‘Universiteiten 	kunnen 	NIDI 	redden’ (de Volkskrant, 28/6/2013)
		universities	can	NIDI-institute	safe
	(5)	a.	Man	komt	om	in	tuin (De Standaard, 16/7/2013)
		Man	dies	PRT	in	garden
	b.	Sneeuw,	storm	en	lawinegevaar	in	Alpen (BN De Stem, 27/12/2013)
		snow	storm	and	danger of avalanche	in	Alps

In (4), both underlined nouns can be used without an article outside this register as well. An expression like in slaap vallen in (4a) can be identified as a fixed expression in which the noun slaap occurs without an article and this is lexically determined information. From the extensive literature on such bare plurals like universities in (4b) (for example Verkuyl 1992, Vogeleer 2006, Oosterhof 2008b) we know that they have a rather free distribution and semantic interpretation outside the register of headlines as well. With regard to (5), however, we do assume that such omissions are triggered by their use in a headline. It is known from the literature (e.g. Hoeksema 2000, Zwarts 2013) that singular counts like in (5a)  are unacceptable in standard Dutch grammar. With regard to (5b), the E-ANS (§4.6.1.1) explicitly refers to Alpen as an example of a proper name that is used with an overt article (in the standard register of Dutch).
		So, in order to shed light on the phenomenon of article omission, we make a distinction between the following two cases:

· contexts in which an overt article would be obligatory in standard grammar (as in (5)); article omission is triggered by the headlinese context;
· contexts in which the overt article can be omitted in standard grammar as well (as in (4)); article omission is not (necessarily) triggered by the headlinese context.

In our view, only cases like (5) can be considered a manifestation of article omission typical of headlinese. Note that in this way we do not make a distinction between cases in which omission of the article is obligatory and cases in which this operation is optional in standard grammar. A clear example of a context in which it is beyond doubt that omission is optional is the coordination in the subject of (2a), repeated as (6). 

(6) Regering en oppositie claimen de zege in Azerbeidzjan.

This example of omission of the article is acceptable in standard Dutch as well, but the insertion of a definite article in the subject noun phrase in (6) would also yield an acceptable sentence in the standard language. We treat optional cases like (6) as well as sentences like (4a), in which omission seems to be more obligatory, as examples of article omission that are not triggered  by the headlinese context.
		Why do we not distinguish between optional and obligatory cases of omission? This point can be illustrated by a sentence like (7). Suppose that one would claim that article omission is applied obligatorily in a context like (4a). Such a claim could have been relevant, but the application of such a distinction is practically untenable. The problem is that even in an – at first sight – straightforward case like (4a), dozens of examples can be found on the internet, in which the fixed expression in slaap vallen does occur with an article, such as in this sentence:

(7) Urenlang doolt hij rond door het sneeuwlandschap en stapt uiteindelijk op een trein en valt in een slaap. (http://nl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paljaskof, geraadpleegd 18 september 2014) 
	‘He is wandering in the snowy landscape for hours and eventually he gets on the train and goes off to a sleep.’
	
This makes it empirically problematic to make a distinction between optional and obligatory cases of article omission. Cases like (4a) are in fact a subset of the set of (more or less) optional omissions. The distinction between cases like (4) and (5) is less ambiguous and it is this distinction that is crucial to determine whether omission is triggered by the headlinese context or could equally well have been caused by other grammatical factors.
Note that De Lange (2008), as cited in §2, makes a different choice. She distinguishes between cases in which in standard Dutch grammar the article would be obligatorily present and cases in which the article would have to be omitted in standard Dutch grammar as well. In this way, it is not clear how contexts in which article omission is optional are dealt with. From her discussion of sentence (6) (cf. §2), we can infer that De Lange (2008) treats such optional cases as “instances of non-legitimate omission of articles”. In this way, she ignores the fact that coordination structures trigger article omission in standard Dutch as well, as was discussed in §2.
		Recall that with regard to (5), we assume that such omissions are triggered by their use in a headline. However, in other cases we do not find conclusive information in linguistic and lexicographic publications and other sources. For example, the E-ANS does not present information about the possibility to use an article with other types of proper names, such as VUB (a university name) in (8):

(8) VUB		vangt	‘sans-papiers’		op (De Standaard, 12/11/2011)
VUB		receives	illegal immigrants		PRT

In such cases, our analysis is based not only on our own intuitions, but also on corpus attestations. An internet search reveals that VUB usually occurs with an article, which suggests that the article omission in (8) is the result of its occurrence in a newspaper headline.


4. Results

4.1 General results

Table 3 presents an overview of the results of the corpus study.

	genre
	origin
	
	nouns used with an article
	nouns used without an article

	
	
	
	
	article omission triggered by its use in headlinese context (cf. (5))
	article omission triggered by other factors (cf. (4) and (6))

	newsflashes
	Netherlands
	quality
	23
	489
	558

	
	
	tabloid
	7
	55
	82

	
	
	provincial
	20
	152
	206

	
	
	TOTAL
	50
	3,1%
	696
	43,7%
	846
	53,1%

	
	Flanders
	quality
	46
	356
	447

	
	
	tabloid
	9
	99
	140

	
	
	TOTAL
	55
	5,0%
	455
	41,5%
	587
	53,5%

	
	TOTAL
	105
	3,9%
	1151
	42,8%
	1433
	53,3%

	in-depth reports
	Netherlands
	26
	15,0%
	85
	49,7%
	62
	35,3 %

	
	Flanders
	25
	11,9%
	112
	53,3%
	73
	34,8%

	
	TOTAL
	51
	13,3%
	197
	51,4%
	135
	35,2%

	background reports
	Netherlands
	25
	
	11
	
	27
	

	
	Flanders
	5
	
	5
	
	14
	

	
	TOTAL
	30
	34,5%
	16
	18,4%
	41
	47,1%

	opinion pieces
	Netherlands
	5
	
	7
	
	5
	

	
	Flanders
	49
	
	6
	
	28
	

	
	TOTAL
	54
	54%
	13
	13%
	33
	33%

	total
	240
	1377
	1642


Table 3: Corpus results


4.2 The influence of the headline’s genre

Diagram 1 represents the influence of the genre on the frequency with which constituents are accompanied by an overt article. These results confirm the hypothesis that article omission has a higher frequency in genres focusing on the concise presentation of a news item than in genres presenting background or subjective information on a certain news issue. The differences between on the one hand frequencies of headlines with and without articles in newsflashes and on the other hand their frequencies in news reports are significant (2=61.6, df=1, p≤0.001); the same holds for news reports vs. background reports (2=22.3, df=1, p≤0.001) and background reports vs. opinion pieces (2=7.16, df=1, p≤0.01)
Diagram 1: Genres and frequency of omissions 

In this paper, we discuss variation in the frequency of article omission among these four genres and the grammatical distribution of the phenomenon. I refer the reader tot Oosterhof & Rawoens (to appear) for a discussion of some other aspects of variation in the distribution of article omission in headlines. In that paper we present some data on the influence of the distinction between quality newspapers and variation between Flemish and Dutch material.


4.3 The use of overt articles in headlines

In earlier studies, the emphasis of the discussion was on the restrictions of the distribution of omitted articles, rather than on the distributional properties of overt articles. Diagram 1 shows, however, that articles in Dutch newsflash headlines are omitted in the vast majority of cases. In a corpus of 2689 potential cases of omission (i.e. nouns identified in the corpus), there are only 105 cases of overt articles in headlines of newsflashes. This corresponds to 3,9% of the total number of nominal constituents (cf. table 3). So, in order to describe the variation between contexts with an overt article and contexts with article omission, it is preferable to focus on the small percentage of overt articles and find out in which contexts they appear.
		When we put our focus on these cases, we find that the set of environments in which overt articles occur is not a heterogeneous collection of contexts. Two factors play an important role: the presence of idioms and citation.
		Not only expressions like (9) can be seen as idiomatic items that are filed in  the lexicon, but the same holds for proper names (cf. (10)). E-ANS (§4.6.1.1) notes that several classes of proper names occur non-systematically with and without articles. Examples are names of geographical areas (de Veluwe and de Provence vs. Twente), company names (de KLM and de HEMA vs. Sabena and Philips), names of villages and towns (de Koewacht and De Haan vs. Leiden and Leuven) and political party names (het CDA and de PvdA vs. D66 en GroenLinks). The use of the article (and the choice between neuter and non-neuter) in such proper names is not based on grammatical rules, but depends on idiomatic properties of lexical items.
		Apart from that, there are cases in which the overt article is part of quoted text (as in (11)). There are five cases in which an overt article occurs in an environment where the two factors (idiom and citation) are combined (cf. (12)).
[bookmark: _GoBack]		Additionally, there is a striking number of overt articles with a generic interpretation, as in (13). In §5, we discuss how such cases can be related to the other environments distinguished in the diagram.

























Diagram 2: Proportions of environments where overt articles occur

In (9)-(13), corpus examples are presented of headlines in which overt articles are used. In (9) and (10), sentences are selected in which one and the same idiom is used repeatedly. This illustrates the predictable patterns of idioms that repeat time and time again.

	(9)	a.	Facebook	voor	de 	rechter	om	meelezen. (BN De Stem, 4/1/2014)
			Facebook	before	the	judge	because of	peeking	
b. Misbruiker 	3 	vrouwen 	snel 	voor 	de	rechter (de Volkskrant, 4/7/2013)
	abuser	3	women	rapidly	before	the	judge
c. Jetair	voor	de 	rechter	wegens	verdronken	kind. (De Standaard, 16/7/2013)
	Jetair	before	the	judge	because of	drowned	child
d. Leerling	sleept 	school	voor	de	rechter (De Morgen, 29/10/2011)
	student	hauls	school	before	the	judge	
e. Icedôme	stapt	naar	de	rechter (de Volkskrant 15/6/2013)
	Icedôme	goes	to	the	judge

f. Sherlock holmes	in	de	war	in	Londense	metro. (BN De Stem, 4/1/2014)
	Sherlock holmes	in	a	muddle	in	London	underground	
g. Sherlock	in	de	war. (De Telegraaf, 4/1/2014)
	Sherlock	in	a	muddle
Gekantelde	vrachtwagen	stuurt 	avondspits 	in de war.
toppled	lorry	turns 	evening rush hour	topsy-turvy	
(De Standaard, 13/9/2014)

(10) a.	Jongste 	Van Poppel	verlaat	de	tour (BN De Stem, 16/7/2013)
youngest	Van Poppel	leaves	the	Tour
b. Cancellara	meldt	zich	af	voor	de	 Tour. (de Volkskrant 8/6/2013 )
Cancellara	skips	REFL	PRT	for	the	Tour
c. Zeventien	Nederlandse	renners	in	de	Tour. (de Volkskrant 28/6/2013)
seventeen	Dutch	riders	in	the	Tour

(11) Britse	kranten	over	Didier Reynders:	“Kan	Kuifje	de	eurozone	redden.”
British	papers	on	Didier Reynders:	“Can	Tintin	the	euro area	save
(De Standaard, 12/11/2011)

(12)  ‘Jong	en	oud	de	klos	van	nieuwe	regels’	(de Volkskrant, 25/8/2014)
	young	and	old	the	victim	of	new	rules

(13) SER	bepleit	meer	hart	voor	het 	ambacht (de Volkskrant 15/6/2013)
	SER	avocates	more	heart	in	the	old trades	

In some cases, none of these contexts can be identified. In many of such cases the journalist chose to write a headline that has a creative element to it, like in the deviant headline (14).

(14) Citeer	de	Koran,	win	een	handgranaat (De Volkskrant, 21/9/2011)
	cite	the	Koran,	win	a	grenade



5. Discussion

This section presents some new observations on the phenomenon of article omission in headlines and considers some explanations of distributional and variational patterns in the data.


5.1 Overt articles as ‘Last Resort’

The question is how article omission in headlines is related to the general determiner system. There is a considerable literature on the cross-linguistic description of this system from the perpective of the syntax/semantic-interface (for example Longobardi 1994, Chierchia 1998, Heycock & Zamparelli 2003, Oosterhof 2004 en 2008b). Generally, there is no free variation  in the use of nouns with or without an article. Longobardi (1994: 653) assumes the following principle which blocks the use of an overt article:

“Expletive articles are licensed only as a last resort[,] where as a last resort essentially means 'if no synonymous raising derivation is available'”
A similar principle can be applied to headlines, but let us first explain some relevant concepts such as the ‘expletive article’. Longobardi assumes that the article introducing proper names as well as the article introducing generic constituents is expletive. By ‘expletive’ we mean that it does not provide a clear autonomous contribution to the constituent’s denotation.
Longobardi’s principle predicts that in standard Dutch proper names like Piet cannot have an overt article (such as in de Piet ‘the Pete’), since we cannot take this as a ‘Last Resort’-option. The crucial point is that the variant without an overt article is already acceptable, like in (15).

(15) Piet	werkt	voor	de	NMBS.
	Piet	works	for	the	NMBS

The question is what “synonymous raising derivation” is involved here. In Longobardi’s (1994) system this is N-to-D-raising. Based on observations about Italian data, Longobardi (1994) convincingly argues that in structures like Gianni mio, the proper name Gianni is in the same position as the article il in a constituent like il mio Gianni. However, for Standard Dutch and varieties of Dutch there do not seem to be any empirically-based indications for such an operation. Below we will propose an alternative strategy (that is the presence of a null article). If a principle like the one cited above from Longobardi (1994: 653) is adequate, we have to assume that the use of the expletive article in de NMBS in (15) is indeed licensed by ‘Last Resort’. This implies that no “synonymous raising derivation” is available to this proper name (neither N-to-D-raising nor insertion of a null article).
A version of this principle can be applied to Dutch headlines. Table 3 shows that only 3.9% of the attested nouns is introduced by an overt article and diagram 2 reveals that these cases can be divided in a limited set of categories. A plausible starting point for an analysis is that in this specific register overt articles (in general; not only expletives) can only be applied as a ‘Last Resort’-option:

(16) In newsflash headlines, overt articles are ‘licensed’ as ‘Last Resort’, that is: only if no synonymous derivation is available.

A commonly accepted assumption in the literature on bare nouns is that in a language like Dutch such nouns are introduced by a null article. Making this assumption for cases like those presented in (17) leads to the prediction that overt articles are not available here.

(17) a.	Ødefinite	Wielerwereld	kijkt	terug 	op Ødefinite 	voorbije	seizoen
	cycling world	looks	back	at	past	season	
		(BN De Stem, 27/12/2013)
b. Ødefinite  Ierse	economie	gaat	onverwacht	achteruit (de Volkskrant, 28/6/2013)
Irish	economy	is	unexpectedly	on the decline
c. Øindefinite	Homorechtenactivist	gemarteld	en	gedood (de Volkskrant, 17/6/2013)	Gay rights activist	tortured	and 	murdered
d. Øindefinite 	Fransman	aangehouden	voor		Øindefinite	dodelijke	aanrijding
	Frenchman	arrested		for			fatal	accident
(De Standaard, 15/7/2013)	
	
Rule (16) applies to these cases since there is a “synonymous derivation”, i.e. the insertion of a null article.


5.2 Idiomatic contexts

5.2.1 Expletive articles in idiomatic contexts

In section 4.3, we noticed that many of the overt articles found in headlines are part of an idiomatic expression. In such contexts, overt articles can be considered to be expletive elements. For example, in a sentence like (9e), the constituent naar de rechter (‘to the judge’) does not imply that there is one specific judge which is introduced earlier in the text. Its meaning is ‘take someone to court’, in which the article does not correspond to a definite reading. The same holds for the definite article in an opaque expression like in de war (‘confused’) in (9f-h). In such cases the article does not have an input to the semantics of the sentence, but it rather has an expletive function.
		Articles used with a proper name have an expletive function as well. Sentences like (18) illustrate that region names are introduced by an overt article independently of the article’s semantics. This choice is based on idiomatic information. In (19a), the village name Koewacht has an overt article, whereas many other villages names like Aardenburg in (19b) are used without overt article.

(18) Te	laat:	de	twintigers	zijn	al	weg	uit	Twente	en	de
Achterhoek (tubantia.nl, 9/11/2013)
	too	late:	the	persons in their twenties	are	already	gone	from	Twente	and	the
	Achterhoek	
(19) a.	Internationale	Jaarmarkt	op	de	Koewacht (Nieuwsblad.be, 11/9/2013)
		international	fair	on	the	Koewacht 
		b.	College 	ziet	sporthal	Aardenburg	niet	zitten			Municipal Executive 	does	sports hall	Aardenburg	not	have a positive feeling about
			(BN De Stem, 11/9/2014)

	Such idiosyncratic properties of proper names do not normally have any semantic consequences.
	If we assume that the use of overt articles in headlines is restricted by ‘Last Resort’, we have to conclude from cases like (9), (10) and (19a) that the set of null articles does not contain an expletive article. The question then is what structure can be assumed for cases like (19b), if an expletive null article is not available. My proposal is that proper names without overt article,  like Aardenburg in (19b), consist of bare nouns, in which the category D (of Determiner) is not projected at all. An advantage of this suggestion is that then we do not need to assume null articles that are phonologically empty as well as semantically empty. Such a view is compatible to theoretical paradigms in which the assumption is made that there is not something like an “overall syntactic structure” of projections that have to be realized necessarily (cf. Zwart 2009 for a discussion of such a “dynamic” account of syntactic structure).


5.2.2 Generic reference in headlines

The article in sentences like (13) and similar cases, with a generic interpretation and used in a PP, can be identified as an expletive article as well. In this respect, we can follow Longobardi (1994), who argues that the article in generic constituents is an expletive element. His reasoning is that the common noun independently refers to a kind; the presence of the article does not attribute anything to its semantics.
	The use of an article in constituents with a generic reading frequently has an idiomatic character. Jack Hoeksema (p.c.) has referred to following cases as typical examples of this point:

(20) a. 	Hij	kijkt te veel	naar	de	vrouwtjes.
		he	is too keen 	on	the	ladies
	b.	Hij	houdt	wel	van	een	verzetje.
		he	likes	PRT	PREP	a	break

So, the expletive and idiomatic character of the generic article seems to occur typically in the context of a PP. Given this article’s scope and the restricted space available, we will not enter into a further discussion of relation between idiom, genericity and syntactic embedding in a PP, but it is clear that this relation deserves further research.


5.3 Citations


The fact that in citations (cf. (11)) overt articles are found outside idiomatic contexts can easily be dealt with. It is only logical that cited material does not comply with the grammatical rules of the headlinese context. Compare (creative) headlines like (21), which contain material from another language.

(21) 	Amerika	een	halve	eeuw 	na	‘I have a dream’ 	(standaard.be, 24/8/2013)
America	a	half	century	after	‘I have a dream’

Such embedded citations do, of course, not comply with Dutch headlinese grammar. In this respect they are similar to headlines like (11).


5.4 Creative headlines

Our corpus data show that in a set of 2689 nominal constituents, there are only 105 (3,9%) with an overt article (table 3). Among those cases there are 13 (0,5%) nouns that do not occur in one of the special contexts discussed above. We can conclude from this that in a small number of cases the journalist writes a headline in a more creative register than we expect from a newsflash headline. In some of these cases, there are other elements in the expression of the sentence on the basis of which such headlines can be identified as creative headlines. An example of this creative style of headline-writing was presented in (14), in which the journalist uses a special construction with two imperative clauses. This stylistic feature in combination with the headline’s content produces a humoristic effect. It can be identified as an example of a more creative style of headline-writing than we expect in the average headline that is written in a more formal style. It is known from the literature on journalistic writing and its conventions that a journalist has the possibility to write a headline in which he deliberately deviates from the conventions of the headlinese register and expresses the news item in a more “creative” manner (cf. for example Asbreuk & De Moor 2013: 377), although we do not normally expect this in the news report genre. 
	The variation in the use of overt articles found in our corpus cannot be fully described on the basis of the grammatical features of this specific register. There can be other factors interfering with the normal grammatical patterns found in headlines. Note that apart from stylistic variation, geographical variation can be an interfering factor as well. There are contexts in which the grammar of Flemish varieties enforces the presence of an overt article, whereas Netherlandic Dutch grammar does not. Examples of this are person names (like (de) Frank, cf. Oosterhof 2008b: 198) and coordination structures (like de vrienden en (de) collega’s, Liliane Haegeman, p.c.). Such Flemish tendencies towards the use of overt articles in contexts where they would not be used in Dutch as spoken in the Netherlands, can be related to our corpus material, in which the overt article is more frequent in Flemish than in Dutch news flash headlines. We refer the reader to Rawoens & Oosterhof (to appear) for further discussion.


5.5 The effect of syntactic position

In the literature (cf. Stowell 1990, 1996 and De Lange 2008) observations have been made on the effect of position on the omission of articles in headlines. In section 2, some comments have been made about observations on the difference between initial and internal position assumed in De Lange’s work. The discussion of our results has made clear that the effect of positions must be accounted for partly by other distributional properties of article omission. Note that in general idiomatic expressions consist of combinations of a verb with one or more other constituents like a direct object, a direct and an indirect object or two adverbial adjuncts. The E-ANS (§20.1.2), which is the most important traditional grammar of Dutch, lists a number  of possibilities, but the subject of the sentence is not part of the types of idiomatic expressions referred to in the E-ANS. Probably, the effect of position can be related to the fact that the subject of a sentence is not normally included in an idiomatic expression.
	In table 4 some relevant data are presented for the two types of contexts in which overt articles most frequently occur (as can be seen in diagram 2): fixed idiomatic expressions and proper names. Table 4 presents a broad picture of the (superficial) sentence positons in which the overt articles occur in these two environments. Three situations are distinguished: (1) cases in which the overt article is part of the initial constituent in the phonological form of the sentence; (2) cases in which the overt article is part of the final constituent in the phonological form of the sentence and (3) cases in which the article is part of a constituent in a position intermediate between the two.

	
	Initial constituent
	Intermediate constituent
	Final constituent
	

	Idiomatic expression
	5
	10
	23
	38

	Proper name
	12
	2
	20
	34


Table 4: Effect of position on the realization of overt articles

Table 4 shows that the effect of position is (partially) dependent on the contrast between idiomatic contexts and other contexts like proper names. This difference between the results for idiomatic expressions and proper names is significant: overt articles introducing proper names more frequently occur in initial position than overt articles in idiomatic expressions (2=4.88, df=1, p≤0.05).
We would not exclude the possibility that next to the factors discussed above there is a subtle effect that can be related to syntactic position. Note that proper names are used relatively frequently in the final constituent of the sentence as well. In previous studies, this effect is analysed in terms of strict syntactic relations like c-command (cf. Stowell 1990, 1996 and De Lange 2008: 93). However, the effect rather amounts to a very subtle contrast in frequency of overt articles in different positions and it is not a matter of well-formedness conditions. A more plausible hypothesis is that these effects are caused by general principles of information structure. Similar information-structural effects can be found in other contexts. Oosterhof (2008a) presents data from the Groningen dialect of Dutch, in which article omission is a  frequently occurring phenomenon. One of the sentences discussed in that paper is a test sentence from the RND dialect atlas (1967):

(22) De	boomkweker	zal	de	boom	enten.
	the	arboriculturist	will	the	tree	graft

In the dialect area from which data are presented by Oosterhof (2008a), there are eight speakers who do use an overt article in their realization of sentence (22). In each of these eight cases, the article is only dropped in the initial subject position and not in the internal object position. This does not mean that informants judge the omission of the article in object position to be ill-formed, but there is a difference in terms of preferences and frequency. In this respect, Oosterhof (2008a: 101) refers to Leiss (2000: 8):

“[E]ine Definitheitsmarkierung [wird] immer dann notwendig […], wenn ein solcher Inhalt nicht durch die grammatische Umwelt vorausgesetzt werden kann. Das bedeutet, daβ die Signalisierung von Definitheit durch eine grammatische Markierung beispielsweise im rhematischen Bereich, also in natürlicher indefiniter Umgebung zu erwarten ist.”

On the basis of the so-called ‘theme-rheme principle’ as assumed by for example Jansen & Wijnands (2004: 3), we predict that a sentence-internal object like de boom in (22) is more likely to be ‘rhematic’ than a sentence-initial subject. So, we expect article omission to be more frequent in sentence-initial position than in sentence-internal position.
As noted earlier in this paper, article omission in headlines can be seen as part of a more general diachronic evolution, of which the Groningen omission is another example. Thus it is not surprising that in headlines information-structural asymmetries are found that are similar to article omission in other varieties and contexts.


6. Conclusions


Article omission in headlines is not merely the result of the journalist’s effort to write a concise headline. This phenomenon has to be considered from the perspective of a more general diachronic tendency towards omitting the article in several contexts (such as coordination structures in a sentence like (6)) and varieties (such as the Groningen dialect discussed in section 5.5). The fact that in headlines overt articles are found predominantly in idiomatic expressions and with proper names cannot be accounted for if we assume that article omission is caused by the journalist’s goal of writing a short headline. If that would have been the main reason for omission, we would have expected elements with an expletive function to be omitted more easily and frequently than other elements, because expletive articles are not necessary for the interpretation of the sentence. From this perspective, headlinese article omission can be accounted for more accurately by a grammatical restriction on the use of overt articles. In our system, a Last Resort principle is applied to the insertion of overt articles. This principle is not active in contexts in which the article is expletive. Our hypothesis is that the set of null articles does not contain an expletive null article, i.e. an article cannot be phonologically and semantically empty at the same time.
	If we consider article omission to be part of a general tendency towards omitting the article in languages like Dutch, the effect of position as found in the corpus study by De Lange can be related to similar phenomena in other varieties and contexts. For example, we find similar preferences in the dialect judgements provided by the speakers of the Groningen dialect. Such tendencies can be accounted for on the basis of information-structural principles as put forward by Leiss 2000 and Oosterhof 2008a.
	Our corpus data show that accurate definitions of the register in which article omission  occurs are important. Especially genre-based variation plays a role in this respect: headlines in newsflashes have more omissions than the creatively written headlines of other genres. In addition to introspective observations, corpus research that takes into account the text’s pragmatic properties as well as the syntactic complexity of the phenomenon leads to insight in factors conditioning article omission and in the interplay between those factors.
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