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Co-occurrence of ne and negative adverb not:

(2) He
he

ne

not
shal
shall

nouZt

not
sechen.
seek

He shall not seek (Earliest Prose Psalter, c. 1350)

Gradual loss of ne:

(3) They
they

∅ shall
shall

not

not
mysse,
miss

They shall not miss (A right merrie Comedie, c. 1570)

(Jespersen 1922)
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And those two stars never move (Mandevilles Travels, c. 1371)

b. for
for

þey
they

∅ synneden
sinned

neuere.
never

For they never sinned (Wycliffe Sermons, c. 1383)

(5) a. they
they

no

not
haveth
have

[ no
no

joye
joy

]

They do not have any joy (Alisaunder, c. 1300)

b. On
on

hyme
him

Ze
you

∅ had
had

[ no
no

mercy
mercy

]

You had no mercy on him (Siege of Jerusalem, c. 1500)
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Multiple negative items can co-occur, with and without ne. (Ingham 2006):

(6) næfre

never
ne

not
sceal
shall

yfele
evil

mannen
men

[ na
no

god
good

] getidan
be-tide

‘Never shall anything good happen to evil people’
(Elucidarium, c. 1110)

(7) ...
...

þat
that

noman

nobody
do
do

hure
her

[ non
no

vnriZte

unright
]

... that nobody should do her wrong (Assumption Virgin, c. 1240)

(8) he ne wyl noght lere [ na sience ]
(Northern Rule of St. Benet, c. 1415)

(9) he may not goo nowher thurgh the world.
(Reynard the Fox, c. 1481)
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Motivation

I have not systematically examined the data for all negative
concord constructions, but my impression is that the decline in the
use of ne is concurrent with a decline in the use of negative
concord in general. [...] I return to this point in the conclusion as
an open problem for future research. (Frisch 1997: 33)

Research Question

Do the loss of ne as a sentential negator and the loss of ne in
negative concord structures co-occur or not?
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Data based on 168 Middle English text files; c. 1.5 million words
of running texts in c. 120,000 sentence tokens

PPCME2 (Kroch & Taylor 2000)
PCMEP (Zimmermann 2015)
P-LAEME (Truswell et al. 2018)

Dating; coding for estimated date of composition, a specific year

Bridge prose gap in Helsinki M2 (1250-1350) with poetic records

Figure 1: Representation of the temporal distribution of ME texts 7 / 18
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(never, nowhere, no more, no longer, nevermore, nevereft, ...)

Multiple NC: ne + multiple neg vs. ∅ + multiple neg (n=387)

Exclusion of examples with other negative items.
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Figure 2: Logistic regression model predicting the occurrence of ne as a sentential
negator ( (ne + ne ... not) vs. not) from time, random text intercepts, NC
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Figure 3: Logistic regression models of finding ne over time in four contexts;
parallel lines indicate identical rates of change
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Negative Concord with ne declines earlier than sentential
negation ne (p<0.05), but the effect is not very strong (c.
30-40 years earlier)

Ne declines at the same rate of change in all contexts
(Likelihood Ratio Test, p>0.24)

The results are not perfectly clear-cut. But there is reason to
believe that Frisch’s (1997) intuition is correct - the loss of ne
is roughly concurrent in all contexts.

This suggests that same form of ne is involved in
constructions with not, negative adverbs, negative objects and
negative subjects.

11 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

12 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

Negative items (no, never) used to require ne to be licensed

12 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

Negative items (no, never) used to require ne to be licensed

Then, they begin to introduce negative polarity by themselves
→ Reanalsis from merely negative form to negative meaning

12 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

Negative items (no, never) used to require ne to be licensed

Then, they begin to introduce negative polarity by themselves
→ Reanalsis from merely negative form to negative meaning

The reanalysis of such negative elements may have made ne

redundant so that it could be lost → supported by the finding that
ne declines somewhat earlier in negative concord structures

12 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

Negative items (no, never) used to require ne to be licensed

Then, they begin to introduce negative polarity by themselves
→ Reanalsis from merely negative form to negative meaning

The reanalysis of such negative elements may have made ne

redundant so that it could be lost → supported by the finding that
ne declines somewhat earlier in negative concord structures

(10) There are no exceptions = “it is not the case that there are
exceptions” (sentential negation)

12 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

Negative items (no, never) used to require ne to be licensed

Then, they begin to introduce negative polarity by themselves
→ Reanalsis from merely negative form to negative meaning

The reanalysis of such negative elements may have made ne

redundant so that it could be lost → supported by the finding that
ne declines somewhat earlier in negative concord structures

(10) There are no exceptions = “it is not the case that there are
exceptions” (sentential negation)

Once negative elements can function as sentential negation, they
should be able to attract the verb

12 / 18



Outline
Study 1
Study 2

Conclusion

Introduction
Research Question
Data Collection
Results

Reanalysis of Negative Quantifiers

Negative items (no, never) used to require ne to be licensed

Then, they begin to introduce negative polarity by themselves
→ Reanalsis from merely negative form to negative meaning

The reanalysis of such negative elements may have made ne

redundant so that it could be lost → supported by the finding that
ne declines somewhat earlier in negative concord structures

(10) There are no exceptions = “it is not the case that there are
exceptions” (sentential negation)

Once negative elements can function as sentential negation, they
should be able to attract the verb

(11) a. In no dress Mary looks good. “Mary looks good when she
wears no dress” (constituent negation)

b. In no dress does Mary look good. “It is not the case that
Mary looks good in a dress” (sentential negation) 12 / 18
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Research Question

Does inversion after negative constituents increase at the time
when ne disappears from the language?

If so, that would provide independent evidence that the loss of
ne and the ability for negative items to function as sentential
negation are related.
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biginne
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to
to

tellen
tell

newe
new

tidinges
tidings

...

...

‘Never should you begin to tell new tidings ...’
(Proverbs of Alfred, c. 1200)

(13) No

no
uaeht

fight
ich
I

nauere
never

[u]e[ht]
fought

non
non

‘No fight did I ever fight’ (Layamon, c. 1210)

All sentences with an initial negative constituent and inversion

(14) never was I discomfite in no quarell (Mallory, c. 1470)

(15) no defaute fond þei in hir feith (Capgrave’s Chronicle, c. 1460)
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Negative elements (no, never) did not commonly occur in
sentence-initial position in medieval English.

Where they did occur, they show an increase in subject-verb
inversion. Structures such as Never have I ever... are a late
Middle English innovation.

This may offer some additional support for the hypothesis
that the loss of ne goes hand in hand with a reanalysis of
other negative items.
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just ne vs. not)
this would triple previous measurement sample size (5,000¿
15,000 examples), greater precision, detai
the loss of ne is probably the most important morpho-syntactic
change of 14th century
can perhaps be used to classify / date new texts

Loss of ne can be analyzed in conjunction with a reanalysis of
other negative items like never, no in the sense that they can
function as sentential negators.

Once this negation can scope over clauses, it can attrac the
verb leading to a rise in inversion patterns.
Unfortunately, medieval data has low data quality, which leads
to great uncertainty.
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Appendix 1: ne vs. ne ... not vs. not

Figure 5: Evolution ME negation strategies, ne-cltitics included, NC excluded,
not in all positions, N=9,719 (Nne = 3,230, Nne...not = 2,087, Nnot = 4,402)


	Outline
	Study 1
	Introduction
	Research Question
	Data Collection
	Results

	Study 2
	Introduction
	Research Question
	Data Collection
	Results

	Conclusion

