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Is DOM a Linguistic Universal? 
 
This paper offers a critical reflection on the article Differential Object Marking: Iconicity 

vs. Economy.1  There’s a lot to be said about the content of this article.  Before going into this, 
however, a summary of the main arguments of this article will be provided.  This summary 
will roughly follow the outline of the original article.  The second part of this paper is 
concerned with an investigation of the validity of the arguments provided and will evaluate 
the article with respect to the claims it makes. 
 
Summary 
 

The first paragraph offers the general topic and the claims of the article.  It starts by 
explaining the phenomenon of differential object marking (DOM).  In plain words, this means 
that languages, which overtly case-mark direct objects, only do so for some direct objects and 
not for others.  As a result, in languages that use DOM, some types of objects have obligatory 
case-marking, some have optional case-marking and others are excluded from case-marking.  
The degree of obligatoriness and optionality, however, is very particular for each language.  
Nevertheless, it is claimed that the phenomenon of DOM displays a structural uniformity at 
some deeper level.  It is called a “highly principled phenomenon” (436).  A recurring 
generalization that is made on DOM in the functional/typological literature, is paraphrased: 

 
(1) The higher in prominence a direct object, the more likely it is to be overtly case-

marked. (436) 
 
Two dimensions would determine this so-called prominence: definiteness and animacy.  
These two dimensions are presented as scales, with specific values: 
 
(2) a. Animacy scale: Human (Hum) > Animate (Anim) > Inanimate (Inan) 

b. Definiteness scale: Personal pronoun (Pro) > Proper name (PN) > Definite NP 
  (Def) > Indefinite specific NP (Spec) > Non-specific NP (Nspec) 

 
The order of the values on these scales is highly significant: they determine the rank of these 
features.  The more on the left of the scale, the higher its rank.  So, a human direct object 
would be more likely to be overtly case-marked than non-human animate or inanimate direct 
objects.  The same holds for personal pronouns as direct objects, compared to respectively 
proper names, definte NPs, indefinite specific NPs and non-specific NPs.  Now, DOM is 
presented as a general trait of human natural languages, although it shows a lot of variation in 
its surface forms (which are particular languages).  In Latin, for example, the object marking 
is not even differential, for it marks all direct objects.  However, languages that do have DOM 
also vary significantly with regard to the cut-off point along these dimensions of animacy and 
definiteness.  Ambitions are expressed in these words: 
 

The challenge then is to develop a theory of DOM which expresses the generalization 
in [(1)] and at the same time allows for the various ways in which DOM can be 
implemented in particular languages. (437) 
 

So, the article is in fact a defence for DOM as a core property of the Universal Grammar 
(UG) proposed by Noam Chomsky.  It tries to let DOM infiltrate the Principles and 
                                                
1 Aissen, J. 2003.  “Differential Object Marking: Iconicity vs. Economy.”  Natural Language & Linguistic 
Theory. 21.3, 435-483.  All quotes in the summary refer to this source.    



Parameters framework of UG.  Now, it is proposed that a functional reason for the existence 
of DOM might be to disambiguate subject from object.  After all, the two mentioned 
dimensions that play a vital role in DOM, allow for definitions of both the prototypical 
subject and the prototypical object.  A quote from Comrie (1979) is used to illustrate this 
point: “subjects tend to be definite, animate, and topic (thematic); while direct objects tend to 
be indefinite, inanimate and rhematic.”  So, an atypical (marked) subject would be an 
indefinite inanimate and an atypical (marked) object would be a definite animate.  Thus, 
“what is marked for objects is unmarked for subjects and vice versa” (438).  This 
phenomenon is referred to as markedness reversal and it would correspond with a markedness 
of structure.  When it comes to objects, only the atypical (marked) ones would be overtly, 
morphologically marked.  This morphological presence reveals an iconic conception of DOM, 
whereas the word “only” reveals an economic conception of DOM: it only has a 
representative morpheme where it is “needed”.  In the grey area of optionality, frequency 
would show that the ranking of the scales is respected in particular languages, and therefore 
correct. 
 
The second paragraph offers a formal notion of DOM.  To achieve a formal description, 
Aissen borrows the technical tool of Harmonic Alignment from OT (Optimality Theory) 
phonology.  With regard to this, there would be a “parallelism between phonology and 
syntax” (440).  In phonology this harmonic alignment consists of a pair of scales, namely 
sonority and syllable structure: 
 

Syllable structure scale: Peak > Margin 
Sonority scale: Vowel > Sonorant > Obstruent 

 
A prototypical syllable would consist of a typically sonorous peak, ideally a vowel and a 
typically less sonorous margin, ideally an obstruent.  Following this reasoning, one can make 
markedness hierarchies out of a combination of these scales: 
 

a. Peak/Vowel › Peak/Sonorant › Peak/Obstruent 
b. Margin/Obstruent   › Margin/Sonorant › Margin/Vowel 

 
The more on the left of these markedness hierarchies, the less a combination is marked.  By 
inverting the order of these hierarchies, however, they can be transformed into constraint 
hierarchies: 
 

a. *Peak/Obstruent ›› *Peak/Sonorant ›› *Peak/Vowel 
b. *Margin/Vowel ›› *Margin/Sonorant ›› *Margin/Obstruent 

 
These constraint hierarchies show what is a highly marked structure and best to be avoided: 
“the ranked elements [are interpreted] as avoid constraints” (442).  As Aissen applies this 
harmonic alignment to DOM, the structure of the syllable gets extrapolated to the structure of 
the phrase (which consists of grammatical functions).  Both the scales of animacy (2a) and 
definiteness (2b) are paired with the relational scale of grammatical functions: 
 

Relational Scale: Subject (Su) > Object (Oj) 
 

This results in markedness hierarchies (a, b) and constraint hierarchies (c, d) for both animacy 
and definiteness.  For animacy these are: 
 



(3) a. Su/Hum › Su/Anim › Su/Inan 
 b. Oj/Inan  › Oj/Anim › Oj/Hum 

c. *Su/Inan ›› *Su/Anim  ›› *Su/Hum 
d. *Oj/Hum ›› *Oj/Anim ›› *Oj/Inan 

 
For definiteness these are: 
 
(4) a. Su/Pro › Su/PN › Su/Def › Su/Spec › Su/Nspec 
 b. Oj/Nspec › Oj/Spec › Oj/Def › Oj/PN › Oj/Pro 

c. *Su/Nspec ›› *Su/Spec ›› *Su/Def ›› *Su/PN ›› *Su/Pro 
d. *Oj/Pro ›› *Oj/PN ›› *Oj/Def ›› *Oj/Spec ›› *Oj/Nspec 

 
The highest ranked constraints in the constraint hierarchies (c, d) are on the left.  So, non-
specific indefinite inanimate subjects and personal (human) pronoun objects are penalized the 
most.   
 
The third paragraph adds two new constraints: one concerning iconicity and one concerning 
economy.  First it is said that a marked structure might be avoided by using passive clauses, 
for example.  It’s only when these marked associations are not avoided that DOM kicks in: 
“DOM is implemented by overtly marking the marked class of objects, and leaving the 
unmarked ones with no morphological mark.” (446).  Yet, the article presents two constraints 
concerning this statement.  The first one is iconic.  It says how, in reality, zero expression 
contrasts with audible expression.  Audible expression would be then a positive specification 
of case.  The absence of such case specification then (zero expression) is penalized by the  
so-called Star Zero (*∅c): 
 
(5) *∅c  : Penalizes the absence of a value for the feature case (447) 
 
This is an iconic constraint, which indirectly forces audible case.  This constraint is linked to 
the constraint hierarchies for animacy and definiteness by Local Constraint Conjunction.  As 
a result, there arise “new subhierarchies, which characterize the relative markedness of zero  
case-marking for objects of different types” (448): 
 
(6) *Oj/Hum & *∅c ›› *Oj/Anim & * ∅c ›› *Oj/Inan & *∅c 

(7) *Oj/Pro & *∅c ›› *Oj/PN & * ∅c ›› *Oj/Def & * ∅c ›› *Oj/Spec & *∅c ›› *Oj/Nspec & 
 *∅c 

 
So, the more a configuration (3d, 4d) is marked, the more the iconicity constraint favours a 
morphological mark for it.  Yet, a contrasting force in language is an economy condition 
(*STRUCC), which does the exact opposite: 
 
(8)  *STRUCC: penalizes a value for the morphological category CASE (448) 
 
This economy constraint determines for particular languages the cut-off point in the  
case-marking of certain types of objects, yet while always respecting the generalization made 
in (1).  So, a less prominent object can’t be case-marked if more prominent ones are not.  In 
each language, this tension between iconicity and economy would appear at a particular level.  
 



The fourth paragraph is merely illustrative of the points made in the previous paragraphs.  It 
shows how in different languages the economy constraint is interpolated at different levels of 
the subhierarchies in (6) and (7).  With regard to definiteness: in Kalkatungu no objects are 
case-marked, in Catalan only pronoun objects are case-marked, in Turkish all objects are 
case-marked except non-specifics, in written Japanese all objects are case-marked etc.  With 
regard to animacy: in Yiddish only some human objects are case-marked, in Dhargari all 
animate objects, in Bayungo all animates and some inanimates etc.  Important here is how 
more prominent objects are always case-marked if less prominent ones are, but not 
necessarily the other way around.   
 
The fifth paragraph leaves this one-dimensional approach of the animacy and definiteness 
hierarchies, and investigates how both of them interact in DOM at the same time.  A  
cross-product is made of the two scales, resulting in a set of composite properties for direct 
objects.  A representation of this two-dimensional approach can be found on p.459 (Figure 4) 
of the article.  Because “human” outranks all on the animacy scale and “pronoun” outranks all 
on the definiteness scale, the composite “human pronoun” is the most marked for direct 
objects.  In an analogous way, the composite “non-specific inanimate” is the least marked.  
So, in the distribution of DOM in particular languages, “human pronoun objects” are the most 
likely to be case-marked and “inanimate non-specific objects” the least.  It is said that  
higher-ranked elements dominate lower (dominated) elements.  Three laws are stipulated: 
 
(9) If α dominates β, then: 

a. if an object of type β may be case-marked, then all objects of type α may be 
case-marked. 

b. if an object of type β must be case-marked, then all objects of type α must be 
case-marked 

c. if no object of type α can be case-marked, then no object of type β can be  
case-marked. (459) 

 
It is noticed, however, that this is only a partial ranking, for elements at the same horizontal 
level have no fixed relative ranking.  One cannot be placed above another.  One such element 
can outrank another on one dimension (animacy or definiteness), but is itself outranked on the 
other dimension.  Further, it is shown how the categories of obligatory, optional and 
impossible case-marking can be mapped onto zones in figure 4 (p.459).  To illustrate how 
much languages can differ in the distribution of DOM, 12th century Spanish, Hindi and 
Persian are compared.  The implementation of the economy constraint (8) into the hierarchy 
of figure 4 (p.459) is very different for these three languages.  Yet, they are all true to the 
generalization expressed in (1).  In the course of time, however, the situation in a particular 
language may evolve.  The cut-off point in the ranking of *STRUC may shift over time.  Yet, 
“the generalization that more prominent direct objects are always more likely to be  
case-marked than ones of lower prominence should hold at all stages” (471).   
 
The last three paragraphs are very short and consist of some remarks and a conclusion, in 
which the main points are repeated.  A first remark is how Differential Subject Marking 
(DSM) somehow “mirrors” DOM, but that it is less common, too.  This is attributed to the 
fact that subject agreement is more widespread and that the preference for unmarked subjects 
is more rigorously enforced.  A last remark is that DOM would have no connection with 
object shift.  It is contemplated, however, that they could both be reflections of the same 
underlying principles. 



Analysis 
 

The first part of this analysis will investigate the truthfulness of the claims in this article, 
i.e. the stipulated law that the order of the hierarchies is always respected in every language 
when it comes to DOM.  To start this investigation, I will thoroughly examine my mother 
tongue of Dutch concerning this.  Afterwards I’ll go into some research that has been done to 
see whether the hierarchies’ order really fits all of the world’s languages.  The second part of 
this analysis, then, will raise some issues concerning the relevance of Aissen’s formal 
structuring and her theorizing as a whole.   

 
Now, let’s take Dutch as a particular language and test whether Aissen’s model for DOM fits 
in this case.  In Dutch, the highest-ranked elements on the definiteness scale seem to dominate 
the economy constraint (*STRUC).  Human pronouns and animate pronouns both take on 
accusative forms in direct object position: mij and jou for, respectively, the first and second 
person; hem and haar for, respectively, third person masculine and third person feminine.   
 
(10) a.  Jij helpt mij 

You help me 
 b.  Ze helpt jou 

She helps you 
 c.  Hij aaide de hond en gaf hem eten 
  He petted the dog and fed him 

d. Ik kan haar zien 
I can see her 

 
The Dutch accusative forms are put in italics.  Note how the corresponding 1st, 2nd and 3rd 
person (nominative) subject forms differ from the accusative forms.  Also observe that the 
object in sentence (10c) is a non-human animate pronoun.   
 
The highest rank on the definiteness scale (pronoun) seems to be very important for DOM in 
Dutch, for even the “least marked” type of pronoun, the inanimate pronoun, has object 
marking.  It is however experienced as a rather unusual structure in Dutch and it is often 
avoided by refraining from using a pronoun referent here.  Nevertheless, it isn’t 
ungrammatical and even obligatory when a pronoun is actually used to refer to an inanimate 
object: 
 
(11) Ik sloot de kast en deed haar op slot 
  I closed the cupboard and locked it 
 
Note here that the accusative form corresponds to the 3rd person feminine accusative form for 
animate objects.  This is so, because in Dutch, nouns are still provided with a grammatical 
gender.  The masculine form hem can also be used for inanimate pronoun objects.  With 
neuter words, however, the object pronoun form (het) does not differ from the subject 
pronoun form.  So, here, Aissen would call DOM optional.  After all, only a part of this class 
of objects has DOM: neuter words aren’t marked.     
 
So, we already have three types of objects in Dutch that have object marking: all object 
pronouns (human, animate and inanimate).  This is, however, where it seems to stop.  In not 
any case, to my knowledge, does Dutch add an overt morphological marking to proper names 
in object position, whether they’re animate or not.  Following this reasoning, in Dutch, the 



economy constraint should dominate everything “below” the pronouns in figure 4 of the 
article.  In other words, not any other types of object than human pronouns, animate pronouns 
and inanimate pronouns should have overt case marking in direct object position in Dutch, for 
the generalization expressed in (1) to be accurate.  Otherwise, the relative order of the 
proposed hierarchy/ies would be broken: a less prominent object type would have DOM while 
a more prominent one (a proper name) doesn’t. 
 
When we start looking for “definite objects” that might take on DOM in Dutch (which would 
contradict Aissen’s model, because not any type of proper name has DOM), there is one 
misleading anomaly.  When one starts to look into the spoken Dutch language and Dutch 
dialects (which are after all also natural languages) we stumble to the possibility in some cases 
to add an “n-suffix” to the definite article and/or an adjective of the definite object.  This 
suffix can also be found in accusatives in German, a language that is very closely related to 
Dutch.  On top of that, this suffix is somehow a legacy from Old and Middle Dutch, which 
actually still used this suffix to indicate accusative forms.   
 
(12) a.  Ik ga naar den bakker 
  I’m going to the bakery 

b.  Hij doet den afwas 
He’s doing the dishes 

c. Ze aaide den trouwen hond 
She petted the faithful dog  

 
In the first example the object actually refers to the baker as a human; it’s a fixed 
metonymical expression in Dutch.  Observe that all three values of the animacy scale are thus 
represented in these examples of definite objects.  There is, however, one incontrovertible 
argument not to account for this suffix in terms of DOM: the possibility to add this suffix in 
some cases, equally applies to their subject positions.  So, the addition of this n-suffix does 
not exclusively identify the definite object as a direct object.  It doesn’t contrast it with its 
subject form. 
 
(13) a.  Den bakker ging naar zijn werk 
  The baker went to work 

b. Den afwas was nog niet gedaan 
The dishes weren’t done yet 

c. Den trouwen hond gaf een pootje 
The faithful dog gave a paw 

 
Here the subject forms are put in italics.  It also needs to be said that these forms do not 
appear in written Dutch.  In the spoken varieties of Dutch, however, this alternative to add an 
n-suffix in some cases exists alongside the standard form without this suffix.  The presence of 
this suffix seems to be rather a matter of phonetic environment, so it’s not an instance of 
DOM.  It can be found when the head of the noun phrase starts with a vowel or specific 
consonants, like b, d, t or h.  In fact, this alternation is even found as an option in proper 
names, but there, too, it doesn’t disambiguate object form from subject form. 
 
(14) a.  Ik zag den Yves 
  I saw Yves 

b. Den Yves kwam aangelopen 
Yves came running 



Specifics and non-specifics also don’t appear to have instances of DOM anywhere, so for 
Dutch as a particular language, Aissen’s model seems to be an accurate description to me. 
 
This is, of course, just one language and totally unrepresentative of the variety of the world’s 
languages.  One might wonder whether there might not be some languages that do not 
correspond to the scales’ hierarchies in their distribution of DOM.  On this turf, I need to rely 
on authority as an argument.  I quote Elena Filimonova2 in saying: 
 

A violation (…) is (…) found in Nganasan (Samoyed, Uralic), where nouns follow 
an accusative pattern and personal pronouns have no inflection at all (neutral 
pattern) (p.93) 
 

If this is true, then Aissen’s formal model is no longer relevant to language typology, as well 
as the hierarchies of animacy and definiteness would be of no longer use to DOM. 
 
 
On top of this, the theoretical relevance of Aissen’s model is equally at stake.  Now, I have 
already mentioned in the beginning of this paper that the ambitions of Aissen’s article include 
the implementation of DOM into Universal Grammar.  This is an outspoken ambition: 
 

…  the exclusion of DOM from core grammar comes at a high cost, since it means 
that there is no account forthcoming from formal linguistics for what appears to be 
an excellent candidate for a linguistic universal. (439) 
 

First of all, the theoretical stipulation of a Universal Grammar is in itself quite an unstable 
hypothesis.  For this, I’d like to refer to my bachelor paper on the question of innateness.3  Its 
only real argument is the so-called poverty-of-stimulus, which is in fact highly subjective and 
unscientific.  I do not deny the existence of possible universals as far as cognitive functioning 
is involved, but I do doubt the existence of an innate faculty of language.  Usage-based 
models of language acquisition appear to be more promising to me.   
 
Even when we take Universal Grammar (UG) seriously, forgetting this above-mentioned 
critique, the claim that DOM would be an “excellent candidate” for a linguistic universal 
strikes me.  I don’t think it really fits the picture of UG.  Haspelmath4 agrees with me on this.  
If DOM really were a universal linguistic principle, of which the parameters could be set by 
experience, quite a lot should be considered to be innate or “part of UG”.  The universal 
prominence scales of definiteness and animacy should be part of UG for one.  On top of that, 
even definitions of notions like prominence and iconicity should be considered “inborn”.  So, 
it’s not surprising that generative grammar has refused DOM as a part of UG up till now.  
After all, UG comes forth from the idea of an “isolated grammar”: innate syntactic universals 
that exist independently from experience (nurture).  With concepts like animacy and 
definiteness, Aissen actually brings semantic and pragmatic features into UG, tainting the 
syntactical nature of core grammar.  These concepts are too much part of the outside world 
and too far from being considered as a priori knowledge to be possibly encoded into our 

                                                
2 Filimonova, E.  2005.  “The Noun Phrase Hierarchy and relational marking: Problems and counterevidence”.  
Linguistic Typology 9, 77-113. 
3 Peleman, K.  2007.  Innateness or Development?  A confrontation between Generative Grammar and Cognitive 
Linguistics.  K.U.Leuven.     
4 Haspelmath, M. 2005.  “Universals of differential case marking”.  Hand-out.  Explaining Syntactic Universals.  
LSA Institute. MIT. LSA. 206.       



DNA.  That idea is simply absurd.  Even if DOM, as described by Aissen, includes all 
languages in the world (which it doesn’t, as Filimonova has shown), its structure is everything 
but “basic” or “economic”.  The eventual model takes on an enormous shape, accounting for a 
wide range of possibilities.  Languages can hardly ever have an identical “DOM system”.  
Economy, however, is a quintessential idea behind the Optimality Theory, to which Aissen 
repeatedly refers.  This is another weak point.   
 
Last but not least, Aissen’s model of DOM doesn’t satisfy the explanatory adequacy for 
language typology.  In fact, it merely provides a hypothetical, formal description for all 
languages, by placing them along some useful scales and hierarchies.  In a next step, Aissen 
simply overgenerates the wide variety of surface forms found in natural languages, by 
attributing them all to the same “principle”, which would take on the form of a hierarchy in 
itself.  This does not correspond to my idea of progress.  In fact, these kinds of theories only 
come to show the weaknesses of UG, as even its followers seem to suspect discrepancies 
between the stipulation of a core grammar, which is syntactic in nature, and actual language 
use, by forcing semantic and pragmatic features into UG.   
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