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This study investigates the grammatical behavior of English country names
based on corpus linguistic evidence. An overview of the basic patterns of def-
inite article use with country names as commonly described in English refer-
ence grammars and of the morphological structures of English country
names is presented. Against this backdrop, the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA) is used to explore which (groups of) country names
occur more or less frequently with a definite article. The data analysis reveals
that virtually all of the English country names examined are, to some extent,
used in the syntactic position following a definite article. It is shown that cer-
tain grammatical constructions call for the use of a definite article in connec-
tion with country names. However, the morphology of the country names
also has a strong influence on how often they are used with a definite article.
Furthermore, it is argued that the minority of English country names that do
not fit this morphological pattern may differ because they derive from other
place name types that generally take a definite article.
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1. Introduction: English country names – Definite article use
and morphology

Basic descriptions of article use with English country names, typically found in
earlier linguistic treatises or reference grammars (such as Jespersen 1954, 545;
Quirk et al. 1985, 296), tend to be restricted to the following “rules”:

� English country names do not take a definite article.
� There are certain systematic exceptions: plural names (e.g. the

Netherlands), name phrases involving a classifier noun (e.g. the Czech
Republic), and abbreviations (e.g. the USA).

� For the small group of country names that allow for variation, the
unmarked variant without definite article (Ukraine) is usually preferred
(vs. the Ukraine).

While these rules capture central aspects of the use of the definite article with
country names, they obscure the relatively high degree of variability we find in
concrete usage data. Whilst most place name groups exhibit a dominant pattern
of absence or presence of a definite article, country names are associated with a
higher degree of variability in this respect.
Moreover, English country names are also structurally highly heterogeneous

and may exhibit any of the following basic morphological structures:

Category 1: Monomorphemic forms (zero marking): Greece, Japan,
Spain, Zimbabwe
Category 2: Suffixed forms: German-y, Slovak-ia, Afghan-istan, Chin-a
Category 3: Names with a preposed definite article: the Congo, the
Ukraine, the Vatican
Category 4: Names incorporating a classifier noun (and a definite article):
the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom, the United States

Category 3 is the major target of this study. It represents a challenging cat-
egory, as article-based usage patterns are not stable. There is hardly any country
name that demonstrates a set behavior regarding definite article usage, either
appearing invariably with or without an article. This study sets out to identify
which country names show the highest article usage rates and therefore qualify
as members of Category 3. There are some country names that have been
described as varying to a larger extent between unmarked use and use with a
definite article in the earlier research literature (e.g. Cameroon, Gambia,
Lebanon, Sudan, Ukraine, Yemen; Millar 1996; Tse 2005, 62–65). These can be
deemed potential candidates for Category 3 status.
Category 4 contains compounds with a classifier head noun, for example in

combination with a nationality adjective (Czech Republic, Soviet Union) or
other descriptive forms (Ivory Coast, United Kingdom). Within this group,
country names that consist exclusively of descriptive, non-proper material may
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be thought to rely more heavily on individuation through the definite article,
with the latter being crucial for marking proper name status (the United
Kingdom; the United States vs. a united kingdom; united states).
Definite articles that co-occur with English country names are not “fossilized

determiners” (van Langendonck 2007, 122), as they are in certain contexts
replaceable by other determiners (this Vatican) and can be separated from the
name through intervening adjectives (the modern Vatican). They are, therefore,
not an intrinsic part of the country name itself (as in the city name The Hague).
Viewed historically, country names that are commonly used with a definite

article are likely to develop toward higher rates of article dropping. This is due
to the fact that nation building is a relatively recent phenomenon that, in gen-
eral, took place after the evolution of the geographical names on which country
names are often based. The gradual dropping of the article can be explained as a
process of increasing human association of a geographical entity through nation
building and political institutionalization. In other words, names that originally
identified geographical entities with a limited sense of humanization (such as riv-
ers, regions, mountain ranges, etc.) gradually drift formally toward Categories 1
or 2. For example, the name Lebanon originally stood for a mountain range,
Congo for a river, Ukraine for a region. This extension of geographical names to
country names is a common pattern (see Back 1996, 1350–1351).1

Another mechanism that is likely to support such developments is analogical
language change. As most English country names are normally used without a
definite article, this exerts a certain pressure on country names that commonly
co-occur with a definite article to drop it. Furthermore, such a development ech-
oes a wider trend in English to drop definite articles in contexts where their use
is redundant or felt to be unnecessary (see Rastall 1995).
With those country names that show variation, the unmarked variant is usu-

ally considered preferable, as it is normally free of undesirable associations that
the article-marked version may possess. Using a country name with a definite
article is often perceived to point back to times before the respective geograph-
ical entity became an independent nation and may therefore possess a colonial
or outdated flavor (e.g. the Congo, the Ukraine; see Piotrowski 1998).
Linguistic work that focuses on country names is scarce and in general

restricted to small-scale studies. Most of this research has neither analyzed the
specific grammatical patterns of country names (vs. other place-name types, for
example) nor has it drawn on data from major English reference corpora.
Typical examples are Berezowski (1999) and Millar (1996), who do not provide
systematic accounts of the grammatical usage patterns of country names but
merely discuss some individual names in isolation from the syntactic context.
Millar (1996) states that English country names that take the definite article fall
into two groups: plural names (island groupings: the Bahamas, the Comoros
etc.; unions of regions: the Netherlands, the United States etc.) and names refer-
ring to a specific form of government (e.g. the Czech Republic, the United
Kingdom). He also notes that many of the country names that take a definite
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article have alternative articleless designations that are generally used in infor-
mal modes of communication, although strictly speaking they may not refer to
exactly the same territory (e.g. Holland, America, Britain).
Berezowski (1997, 134) postulates an “iconic principle” (following Hewson

1972), which stipulates that the place name types that do not take a definite art-
icle are associated with geographical entities that have well defined boundaries,
while the definite article is used with the other place name groups “to lend form
to otherwise formless referents” (Berezowski 1997, 131). Such reasoning, how-
ever, is not entirely convincing, as it is hard to see why, for example, rivers
should be treated as less well bounded than cities or bays. Berezowski (1999)
adduces individual examples as (shaky) evidence that definite article use with
country names is also guided by this iconic motivation. This claim remains dubi-
ous, since all countries can be assumed to be associated with a similar (per-
ceived) degree of boundedness.
In addition, one finds two small-scale corpus-based studies that focus on

country names. The first one, by Piotrowski (1998), deals with the development
from the Ukraine to Ukraine in American English, drawing on a corpus of Time
Magazine issues. The author shows that the dropping of the definite article coin-
cides with the historical development of Ukraine toward an independent nation
in 1991. The second study by Kjellmer (2002) explores the use of the string the
Britain in various corpora such as the Cobuild Corpus and the BNC. It finds
that, although this phrase looks like non-standard or erroneous language use on
the surface, there are certain usage patterns that are in accordance with standard
usage (constructions in which the country name functions as a premodifier or is
postmodified by a prepositional phrase or restrictive relative clause: the Britain
Visitor Centre; the Britain of his youth; the Britain that Queen Victoria reigned
over; Kjellmer 2002, 168). Furthermore, Kjellmer uses the Cobuild Corpus to
identify a number of singular country names that, contrary to the majority of
country names, sometimes take a definite article (Congo: 28.4%, Gambia:
35.2%, Lebanon: 28.2%, Sudan: 17.7%, Ukraine: 48.1%; Kjellmer 2002, 171).
Among the “unexpected,” non-standard uses of singular country names with
the, Kjellmer finds that many of them are genitives (the Peru’s, the Turkey’s etc.),
whose (weak) propensity to take a definite article may be influenced by the fact
that genitive forms are homophonous with plural forms, which in general take a
definite article (the Netherlands, the Seychelles). Another usage pattern involves
the use of country names with a definite article to metonymically refer to a
national sportsteam (the Ireland “the Irish team,” the Portugal “the
Portuguese team”).

2. Methodological considerations

This study starts from the less traditional hypothesis that all country names
show some degree of variation in article usage and seeks to shed light on the fac-
tors that may be responsible. It draws on corpus data to investigate the syntactic
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behavior of country names. As it is expected that country names in actual lan-
guage use regularly exhibit grammatical patterns that deviate from standard-
conforming language use, corpus linguistics seems a particularly apt method for
this purpose. Another option would have been to conduct surveys asking native
speakers of English how they would use certain country names. Such a proced-
ure, however, is of limited value, as it is likely to elicit norm-conforming linguis-
tic behavior to the detriment of non-standard language use, which subjects
would normally either judge to be unacceptable or not cite at all. An analysis of
corpus data, by contrast, can produce a richer picture of the linguistic variation
that actually occurs.
The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) is used as the data-

set for this study. At the time of writing, this corpus contains 520 million words
of American English language use in the text categories spoken, fiction, popular
magazines, newspapers and academic texts, covering the years 1990 to 2015
(Davies 2009, 2010).
The question of definite article use in connection with names can be explored

on four levels, ranging from broad to more specific research questions:

1. Which name types (personal names, place names, etc.) take a definite
article and which do not?

2. Which place name types (settlement names, country names, river names
etc.) take a definite article and which do not?

3. Which (groups of) country names take a definite article and which
do not?

4. Under which circumstances does a country name with variable behav-
ior take a definite article?

The limited number of studies and grammatical descriptions that exist concen-
trate mainly on levels 1 and 2, that is, they discuss which semantically based
name types are used with or without a definite article (e.g. Sepp€anen 1982;
Quirk et al. 1985, 290–291; Horowitz 1990; Tse 2005).
This study, by contrast, focuses on levels 3 and 4, revealing the grammatical

patterns exhibited by country names more specifically. A concentration on coun-
try names can be legitimated in three ways: 1. by the high degree of variability
this particular place-name group shows, 2. by the fact that country names are
less prototypical in their grammatical behavior than other frequently used name
types (personal and settlement names), and 3. by the methodological issue that
concentrating on a specific place-name type helps the analyst to control for the
meaning of names as a potential factor affecting definite article use.
As the corpus linguistic procedure has to rely on linguistic forms to detect names

in a corpus by means of a retrieval tool, it is important to note that what is identi-
fied by such searches is, strictly speaking, not properhood-related information, but
information on the usage of particular “proprial lemmas” (van Langendonck
2005), i.e. forms that are typically used in an onymic function. As country names
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do not show any consistent formal features that could be exploited in a corpus
search query to yield all instances of such names (see Tse 2005, 9; Anderson 2007,
170), search queries had to be based on individual country names, which proves
feasible because country names form a finite set. For this purpose, a list of all cur-
rently existing countries was compiled and complemented by names of countries
that still existed in the early 1990s (for example, Czechoslovakia, FRG, GDR,
USSR, Yugoslavia) and former names of countries which have undergone a name
change since that time (for example, Burma, Zaire). This was deemed necessary
because the COCA data partly consist of material from the 1990s. For some coun-
try names that are ambiguous between proper name and other usages (chad, china,
turkey, us vs. Chad, China, Turkey, US), a proper noun part of speech tag (_np�)
was added in the search query to make sure that only names are retrieved. For
country names that consist of two territorial names, only the first of these two
names was tested (e.g. Bosnia instead of Bosnia Herzegovina; Trinidad instead of
Trinidad and Tobago). Only the names of a few countries were tested in various
forms (e.g. Argentina, Argentine; Britain, Great Britain; Burma, Myanmar; Cote
d’Ivoire, Ivory Coast; Korea, North Korea, South Korea; UK, United Kingdom;
US, USA, United States).
First, the general frequencies of all country names were identified by searching

for them individually. Country names that occurred less than a hundred times in
COCA (such as Andorra, Kiribati, Nauru, Tuvalu) were excluded. This leaves us
with a list of 200 remaining country names. In a second step, searches for combina-
tions of these country names with a definite article (the Greece, the Ukraine etc.)
were carried out.2 With the frequencies retrieved by the two initial queries, the per-
centage of article use for a given country name was calculated. For some country
names, concordance lines of the usages with a definite article were inspected in
order to detect grammatical contexts that make article usage more likely.
To relate article usage to name morphology, a structural classification of coun-

try names was carried out, distinguishing the morphological Categories 1, 2 and
4, as described in Section 1. Two more categories were included in the morpho-
logical categorization, covering names whose structures are not covered by these
three categories. Category 5 refers to compounds that consist of a proper noun
head and an adjectival specifier (e.g. North Korea, South Africa). Such com-
pounds differ from the name compounds in Category 4 in that they do not
incorporate a classifier noun. Category 6 groups together all abbreviations (initi-
alisms such as UK, USSR).

3. Corpus-based analysis of definite article use with country
names

3.1. Frequency of morphological structures in the country name sample

A substantial number of the English country names in the sample are morpho-
logically unmarked or monomorphemic. Out of the 200 country names
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included, 33.5% (67) belong to this group. Suffixed forms account for 104 out 
of 200 country names (52.0%). Suffix status was determined through contrast-
ive analysis of the country names with morphologically related forms showing 
identical “proprial stems” (van Langendonck 2007, 98). These were often 
national adjectives, nouns denoting the inhabitants of a country or a language 
stereotypically associated with a country (for example, -y can be considered a 
suffix because it conveys the meaning “country” in German-y, in contrast to 
forms like German-Ø or German-ic). Various suffixes are available for country 
name formation, including -y (German-y, Hungar-y, Ital-y), -ia (Alban-ia, 
Bulgar-ia, Slovak-ia), -(i)stan (Afghan-istan, Kazakh-stan, Uzbek-istan), -o 
(Mexic-o, Montenegr-o) and -a (Burm-a, Canad-a, Chin-a).3 One may also con-
sider the plural suffix -s as a morpheme that is used to form country names, i.e. 
names of countries that consist of several entities (islands, states etc.; Maldives, 
Netherlands, Philippines).
The component -land (Fin-land, Swazi-land, Thai-land) may look like a poten-

tially free morpheme in the written medium (which, in turn, would suggest com-
pound status), but the pronunciation of this element differs from that of the 
noun land ([lænd]) in its weakened vowel ([l@nd]). Furthermore, there is 
also a difference in meaning involved (van Langendonck 2004, 28). While the 
reduced form carries the political meaning “country,” the meaning of the 
noun land is not tied to any form of political organization but rather denotes 
any wider geo-graphical space. Another piece of evidence that speaks in favor 
of suffix status is that, for an alternative interpretation as a root, land would 
have to be consid-ered a classifier noun, and the respective country 
names representatives of Category 4 rather than 2. However, as we will see 
later in the analysis, country names ending in -land overwhelmingly do not 
take a definite article. This indi-cates that they are more compatible with 
Category 2.

3.2. Frequency of article-based uses

The frequencies retrieved for article-based country name usage show that the 
rule that country names do not co-occur with a definite article (see, for example, 
Quirk et al. 1985, 291, 293) is an abstraction or oversimplification, since all but 
one country name occur with a definite article in COCA (the only exception 
being Latvia). Similarly, there is no country name that is always used with a def-
inite article. This can be explained through certain contexts where even country 
names that show a strong inclination to have a definite article may drop it, for 
example in coordination (the relationship between United States and Israel; 
COCA) or in headlines (United States to pay $28 million to China; COCA) (see 
Sepp€anen 1982, 1).
When looking at the percentages of the article-based uses (Table 1), one finds 

that for most country names, the percentaged figures are small. Almost 74% of 
the country names (148 out of 200) are used following a definite article in less 
than 4% of their occurrences. The largest group of country names (76) shows
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percentages below 1%, and one finds a steady decline up to the 50% level. The 
number of country names stays fairly constant thereafter and only rises back to 
ten at the 80% level.
The highest occurrence rates with a definite article are shown by three mor-

phologically based groups of country names: plural forms (Type 1: Bahamas, 
Netherlands, Philippines, Seychelles), name compounds that incorporate a classi-
fier noun (Type 2: Central African Republic, Czech Republic, Dominican 
Republic, Soviet Union, United Kingdom), and abbreviations (Type 3: FRG, 
GDR, UK, USSR). Some names are both plural and incorporate a classifier 
noun, thus combining Types 1 and 2 (Marshall Islands, United Arab Emirates, 
United States). Type 3 names are, in principle, similar to Type 2 names, as the 
full forms of the abbreviations contain classifier nouns (Federal Republic of 
Germany, German Democratic Republic, United Kingdom, Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics). It can be concluded that, for the country names that show 
the highest article frequencies, name morphology causes this pattern. This 
explains the behavior of all names that show more than 54% article use, as well 
as that of some that show lower, but still substantial, frequencies (Cape Verde, 
Ivory Coast, US, USA). Note that none of the country names that belong to 
Types 1 to 3 show a percentage lower than 22.5%.
It is the behavior of the country names that occur less frequently but still sub-

stantially (i.e. with a rate of more than 20%) with a definite article that is more

TABLE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF COUNTRY NAMES IN RELATION TO DEFINITE ARTICLE USE

Percentage of
article use

No. of names
in the sample

Country names with article percentages of more than
10.0% (percentages in brackets)

<1.0 76
1.0–1.9 32
2.0–2.9 24
3.0–3.9 16
4.0–9.9 15
10.0–19.9 10 Luxembourg (10.2), Georgia (10.7), Cote d’Ivoire (11.4),

Panama (13.3), Ukraine (14.0), Tonga (14.2),
Palestine (14.5), Sudan (16.5), Niger (18.8),
Vietnam (19.5)

20.0–29.9 3 Cape Verde (22.5), Uruguay (24.0), USA (28.8)
30.0–39.9 2 Ivory Coast (33.6), Argentine (35.8)
40.0–49.9 2 Congo (43.4), US (45.5)
50.0–59.9 3 Vatican (51.7), Gambia (52.1), UK (54.3)
60.0–69.9 2 GDR (65.5), Seychelles (66.2)
70.0–79.9 4 FRG (70.7), United Arab Emirates (75.3), Czech

Republic (75.4), Maldives (79.8)
80.0–89.9 10 Dominican Republic (80.0), Netherlands (80.2), USSR

(80.4), Solomo Islands (81.1), United Kingdom
(82.7), Bahamas (83.0), Soviet Union (84.5),
Marshall Islands (85.1), Central African Republic
(86.8), Philippines (88.3)

90.0–100.0 1 United States (92.2)
Total: 200
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difficult to explain. In this group, two names (Argentine, Vatican) could be con-
sidered as related to Type 2, because they can be explained in terms of an omit-
ted classifier noun (the Argentine Republic, the Vatican State). This leaves us
with three more names that show an article usage rate of more than 20.0%:
Gambia, Congo and Uruguay. Interestingly, these are all originally river names
that have later been used to designate a country. It may, therefore, not be sur-
prising that they show higher article frequencies, since river names in English are
generally used with a definite article (the Rhine, the Nile, the Thames etc.). In
fact, the corpus search queries cannot distinguish between country- and river-
related usages. It must, therefore, be assumed that the actual country name
usages account for lower percentages. Also note that some names that have been
highlighted as article-prone by earlier research show remarkably low percentages
(Cameroon 4.9%, Lebanon 1.5%, Sudan 16.5%, Ukraine 14.0%, Yemen
2.0%). This may be the case because their morphology does not support art-
icle usage.

3.3. A closer look at article-based uses

Note that the percentages of article use identified in Section 3.2 do not just cover
contexts in which definite article use with country names is a marked choice or
non-standard usage. Even for country names outside Types 1 to 3, there are a
number of grammatical constructions in which article use is normatively
required. An inspection of the concordance lines of such country names when
they are preceded by a definite article reveals that the six grammatical contexts
illustrated in Table 2 normally require a definite article.
There are potentially more relevant constructions than those illustrated in

Table 2, but these six constructions turn out to be the most common. Type A
refers to cases in which the country name forms the initial component within a
nominal compound, that is, the country name is followed by a noun (e.g. the

TABLE 2
GRAMMATICAL CONTEXTS REQUIRING THE USE OF A DEFINITE ARTICLE WITH COUNTRY NAMES

Construction type Grammatical context COCA example

A the NAME NOUN But in terms of the Iraq War itself, there is an
important lesson here.

B the NAME ADJ In early April we covered the looting of the Iraq
National Museum.

C the NAME and And the documentaries around the Iraq and
Afghanistan conflicts have been tremendous.

D the NAME PREP we have sought a strategic partnership with America
to help us build the Iraq of our dreams

E the NAME that And you look at the Iraq that was there prior to the
American liberation

F the NAME Ø PRO Barber has a hard time reconciling the Iraq he knows
with the Iraqi who would want to harm him.
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Iraq War). In Type B, the country name modifies a compound that consists of
an adjective and a noun, that is, it stands before an adjective (e.g. the Iraq
National Museum). Type C unites cases in which the country name forms a
component within a complex compound in which the modifying element con-
sists of two coordinated noun phrases (often two country names; e.g. the Iraq
and Afghanistan conflicts). Type D groups together cases in which a country
name is postmodified by a prepositional phrase (e.g. the Iraq of our dreams).
Type E describes cases in which the country name is postmodified by a restrict-
ive relative clause introduced by the relativizer that (e.g. the Iraq that was
there… ). Finally, Type F refers to country names postmodified by a restrictive
objective relative clause with an empty relativizer and introduced by a subject
pronoun (e.g. the Iraq he knows).
Within the six types, one can distinguish two larger subgroups: compounds in

which the country name forms (part of) a specifier (Types A–C), and cases where
the country name is followed by a restrictive modifier (Types D–F). These two
groups should be kept apart, as only the first group is a matter of semantic
properhood, while the cases in the second group cover contexts in which
the proper noun is used as a common noun with an appellativized “type of”
meaning (see Quirk et al. 1985, 290; Vandelanotte and Willemse 2002,
van Langendonck 2007, 124–125). For example, the Iraq of our dreams denotes
just one “Iraq type,” as opposed to the real Iraq or the Iraq of the past etc.
Furthermore, only the second group actually contains cases in which it is
the country name that takes a definite article, while the first group contains
constructions in which the article gives definiteness to (non-country-denoting)
compounds in which the country name is merely a specifier.
To arrive at a more precise picture of which country names favor definite

article use, it was decided to exclude the six construction types in Table 2,
because they represent contexts in which all country names are used with
a definite article. It was then determined how many of the article-based usages
of a certain country name do not fall into any of these six construction
categories. For the purpose of this study, only those country names that occur
with a definite article at least 25 times in COCA (115 in total) were selected.
We can see in Table 3 that the three morphologically based groups of country

names identified above (plural names, names incorporating a classifier noun,
abbreviations) again show the highest percentages. This confirms once more that
these morphological features trigger article use independently of grammatical
context. However, there are some other names that show a relatively high
percentage even though they do not belong to any of these three groups. These
names include Ukraine (73.5%), Vatican (72.3%), Gambia (71.7%), Sudan
(68.9%), Congo (65.5%), and Cote d’Ivoire (55.2%). They regularly seem to
take a definite article, even in grammatical contexts where it is not called for
(that is, contexts other than Construction Types A to F). Table 4 illustrates
such usages.
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It is interesting to note that most of the country names that show percentages
between 30.0% and 39.9% contain a set of special cases in which the name in
question does not refer to a country. For example, the France (39.3%) and the
Trinidad (39.5%) include several cases in which reference is made to a ship, or
the Jordan (31.1%) and the Niger (30.4%) are often used to refer to the river of
the same name. The combination the Turkey (31.3%) reaches a higher percent-
age because some cases of Turkey have been mis-tagged as proper nouns in the
corpus, even though they refer to an animal. As these names have, in principle,
lower frequencies, there seems to be a clear usage gap of around 50%, with

TABLE 3
PERCENTAGES OF DEFINITE ARTICLE USE WITH COUNTRY NAMES OUTSIDE CONSTRUCTION TYPES A–F

Percentage of
article use

No. of names
in the sample

Country names with article
percentages of more than 40.0%

(percentages in brackets)

<10.0% 25
10.0–19.9% 39
20.0–29.9% 16
30.0–39.9% 8
40.0–49.9% 1 US (49.9)
50.0–59.9% 1 Cote d’Ivoire (51.7)
60.0–69.9% 3 Congo (65.5), Seychelles (65.8), Sudan (68.9)
70.0–79.9% 17 UK (71.2), Gambia (71.7), Vatican (72.3), Ukraine

(73.5), Solomon Islands (73.8), United States
(75.0), USSR (75.1), Dominican Republic (75.8),
Maldives (76.7), GDR (77.0), Bahamas (77.5),
Czech Republic (78.0), Soviet Union (78.1), USA
(78.2), Philippines (78.3), United Kingdom
(78.8), Ivory Coast (79.2)

80.0–89.9% 5 FRG (80.5), Netherlands (80.6), Marshall Islands
(82.5), United Arab Emirates (85.2), Central
African Republic (86.2)

90.0–100.0% 0
Total: 115

TABLE 4
ILLUSTRATIONS OF DEFINITE ARTICLE USE WITH COUNTRY NAMES OUTSIDE CONSTRUCTION

TYPES A–F

Country name COCA example

Ukraine We certainly saw it with the Ukraine and the taking of the Crimea
Vatican And we are taking a one-day excursion to the Vatican.
Gambia In May, Yahya Jammeh, president of The Gambia, threatened gay men

living in his West African nation.
Sudan It is the second largest African country after the Sudan.
Congo [… ] that constantly erupts in local volcanic action, as widely separated as

Cuba, the Congo and Vietnam.
Cote d’Ivoire Nigeria has powerful ethnic and regional tensions; the Cote d'Ivoire

has fewer.
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most country names clustering clearly below that line, and 27 out of 115 names
(23.5%) showing higher article usage rates.

3.4. Distribution of definite articles across morphological country
name categories

When relating the analysis to the five morphological categories established in
Section 2, one finds that these are associated with definite article use to varying
extents. Figure 1 presents boxplots for the five categories. The boxes cover the
second and third quartile of the data, with the dividing line between the two
boxes marking the median. The length of the whiskers is maximally 1.5 times
the length of the box. They serve to define those country names that lie above or
below them as outliers.
One can see that the highest level of definite article use is associated with com-

pounds involving a classifier noun (median: 80.6%). Within this group, there are
also three outliers with somewhat lower frequencies: Cote d’Ivoire (11.4%), Cape
Verde (22.5%), and Ivory Coast (33.6%). Cote d’Ivoire and Cape Verde show
relatively unusual morphological patterns for English, as the classifier noun stands
at the beginning of the compound. The lower percentage of Ivory Coast may be
due to analogical pressure from Cote d’Ivoire, which refers to the same country.
Another group of country names that is associated with higher frequencies of def-
inite article use is Category 6: initialisms. The median lies at 59.9% and there are
no outliers in this category, which attests to its internally homogeneous behavior.
Among the remaining three categories, definite article use is the exception

rather than the rule. The smallest median values are exhibited by Category 2,
suffixed names, and Category 5, compounds with specifiers (both 0.8%).
However, while Category 5 is internally fairly homogeneous, with just one
minor outlier (New Zealand: 5.8%), Category 2 shows a relatively large group
of outliers that behave quite differently from the rest of the group in that they
are associated with clearly higher levels of definite article use. Five of these out-
liers show frequencies of higher than 65.0%. All of these are plural forms

FIGURE 1: Definite article use across five morphological country name categories
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(Seychelles: 66.2%, Maldives: 79.8%, Netherlands: 80.2%, Bahamas: 83.0%,
Philippines: 88.3%). Another suffixed form that shows 52.1% definite article
use is Gambia. All other outliers show percentages lower than 15%.
A slightly higher tendency of occurrence with a definite article is documented by

Category 1: monomorphemic names. The median value is 2.5% in this category, and
there are nine outliers with higher frequencies ranging from 14.0% up to 51.7%
(Vatican: 51.7%, Congo 43.4%, Argentine: 35.8%, Uruguay: 24.0%, Vietnam:
19.5%, Niger: 18.8%, Sudan: 16.5%, Palestine: 14.5%, Ukraine: 14.0%).
Figure 2 presents boxplots documenting the definite article distribution among

the various subgroups of suffixed country names. As has been noted above, the
plural formations stand out through their high percentages. If one orders the
remaining suffixes from lowest to highest median, one finds that the suffix that
avoids article use the most is -y (0.2%), followed by -ia (0.7%), -land (0.7%),
other (1.1%), -istan (1.1%), -a (1.2%), and -o (2.3%). There are remarkably
few outliers among these seven suffix groups (those of 10% or higher are
restricted to two cases ending in -ia and two ending in -a; Georgia: 10.7%,
Gambia: 52.1%, Panama: 13.3%, Tonga: 14.2%).

FIGURE 2: Definite article use across country names with specific suffixes
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4. Conclusion
This research suggests that corpus linguistics is a useful methodology for the 
investigation of the grammatical patterns exhibited by proper names in actual 
language use. Based on corpus linguistic evidence, it shows that name morph-
ology exerts a strong influence on definite article use with country names in 
American English. Plural names (Netherlands, Seychelles), compound names 
incorporating a classifier noun (Czech Republic, United Kingdom), and initial-
isms (GDR, USSR) are associated with the highest article usage rates. By con-
trast, suffixed country names other than plural formations (Germany, Russia), 
compound names incorporating specifiers (North Korea, South Africa), and 
monomorphemic country names (Greece, Norway) possess morphological struc-
tures that widely block the use of a definite article. This may be due to the stronger 
semantic connection of these structures to individuation, while for the other three 
structure types individuation is compromised to some extent by a collective meaning 
that calls for individuation through the use of a definite article (plural forms 
refer to groups of entities; classifier nouns denote a generic category; 
abbreviations can be ambiguous, and the full forms of country initialisms gener-
ally contain a classifier noun). Among the country names that flout these pat-
terns, many can be explained through the origin of the name, which may 
ultimately be a name of another geographical formation that is less 
humanized and has been extended to designate a country as part of nation-
building processes (such as a river: Congo, Gambia, Niger, Uruguay). 
Others can be explained in terms of an omitted classifier noun (Argentine, 
Vatican).
For future research, it would be interesting to study other varieties of English 

and to conduct cross-linguistic comparisons. In German, for example, article use 
with country names seems to be strongly connected to the grammatical gender and 
number of the name, with grammatically feminine and masculine (die Schweiz, die 
Tu€rkei; der Iran, der Kongo) and plural names (die Niederlande, die Bahamas) 
being systematically used with a definite article, while the majority of country 
names, which are grammatically neuter (Russland, Schweden), are generally used 
without article (see Berger 1996; Thieroff 2000), except when used in certain 
grammatical constructions (das Schweden der 70er Jahre “the Sweden of the 70s,” 
das Russland, das wir besuchten “the  Russia that  we  visited”). The 
fact that French country names systematically take a definite article (la 
France, le Mexique; Haschka 1989) and are not generally suffixed formations 
indicates that the definite article in French country names may take over the 
individualizing function that is in other languages fulfilled by suffixes (van 
Langendonck 1998, 342–343).

2. Note that this procedure ignores cases in 
which one or several adjective phrases 
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Notes
1. Other examples: Chad, Gambia, Jordan,

Niger, Senegal (rivers and lakes); Mexico, 
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stand between the definite article and the 
country name (e.g. the new Greece).

monomorphemic by English native speakers 
and were classified accordingly.

Mozambique (settlements); Trinidad (personal 
name); Sudan (population).

3. Country names that show non-English
morphological patterns (Bo-tswana, Bu-
rundi) are likely to be perceived as

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).
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