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Overview
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6. Further variations: intralinguistic (un)stability

7. Extending the issue

2

Negation, Polarity, 

Neg. Concord

in Romance 

1. Introduction

2. Starting Point

3. Broad Perspective 

on Neg & Polarity

4. Historical

Perspective

5. Accounting for Neg. 

Concord systems

6. Further Variations

7. Extending the issue



Introduction
Why Negation? Why regional Languages?

 Topic: negation & polarity across Romance languages, with
a specific focus on French and French-related languages
(creoles, other regional/minority languages)

 Part of joint work with PhD student Samantha Becerra Zita 
(PhD defended in 2021)

 Member of two projects: 

 ANR project SyMiLa [2013-2017] related to ALF (Atlas des Langues de France)

 ERC project AThEME on multilingualism (specific focus on regional languages)

 Regional and/or minority languages, as a logical basis for the 
study of microvariation

 the case of Louisiana: Cajun/Louisiana French (related to 
Acadian), Louisiana Creole (related to African languages)
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Starting Point of the Study
Standard French vs Gallo language…

 Gallo, one of the French « patois », regional language

▪ regional Romance language spoken in Brittany (oïl language)

▪ as a window on the history and diversity of French and French-

related languages
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Starting Point of the Study
Standard French vs Gallo language…

 The initial contrast and puzzle…

 French:

 Gallo:

 Surprising when considering similarity between the two languages:
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Starting Point of the Study
…and other French-related languages

 Many other regional languages and creoles share that feature:

 Picard:

 Occitan:

 Haitian Creole:

 Montreal Fr.:

 Lousiana French / Louisiana Creole (Klingler (2003))?
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Starting Point of the Study
On what deserves an explanation

 Main issue of the talk: how do we account for subtle

differences in Negative Concord?

 Historical explanations

 Theoretical explanations

 Prerequisites: a broader perspective on Negation

 Negative Concord (NC) versus Double Negation (DN)

 Negative Polarity Items (NPI)

 Propositional versus Enunciative Negation

 Typological perspective on NC in Romance Languages
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Perspective on Neg & Polarity
Double Negation vs Negative Concord

 Negative Concord (NC): when 2 morpho-semantic negations lead 
to one semantic negation, hence a negative statement

 Double Negation (DN): when 2 morpho-semantic negations cancel 

each other to give rise to a positive statement (– + – = +) 

 Even Standard French has some NC…(Corblin et al (2004))

 Restricted to N-words (semi-negations) such as « rien, jamais… » in 

Standard French

8

Negation, Polarity, 

Neg. Concord

in Romance 

1. Introduction

2. Starting Point

3. Broad Perspective 

on Neg & Polarity

4. Historical

Perspective

5. Accounting for Neg. 

Concord systems

6. Further Variations

7. Extending the issue



Perspective on Neg & Polarity
NC and Negative Polarity Items (NPI)

 Negative Polarity Items (NPI): grammatical items that are restricted to 

polar (non-veridical) contexts such as negation, yes-no questions, 

conditionals, under the preposition « sans » -without… (Ladusaw (1979))

 Negative Concord (NC) is clearly linked to the use of NPIs: 
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Perspective on Neg & Polarity
Propositional vs Enunciative Negation

 Another concern: two distinct uses of Negation… (Ducrot (1973))

 Propositional negation: assertion of a negative content

 Enunciative negation: denial of a previous assertion/presupposition

 Double Negation (DN) is clearly linked to enunciative negation: 
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Perspective on Neg & Polarity
Typological classification of NC in Romance

 Strict NC languages: sent. negation co-occurs with N-words in all positions 

→ Romanian, Creoles, Occitan, Picard?...

 Non-strict NC languages: sent. negation co-occurs in postverbal positions 

→ Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Gallo?...

 Negative Spread languages: NC only occurs between N-words, not with
sentential negation (French, English)
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Historical perspective
Evolution of the (French) Negation System

 Labelle & Espinal (2014)’s work sheds light on the diversity of NC 
systems related to French

 Evolution/emergence of sentential negation: Jespersen cycle

➢ « non » loses negative strength when becoming « ne »

➢ reinforcement through minimizers (expressing minimal quantities)

➢ the winner « pas » takes all in standard French (end of 17th century)
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Historical perspective
Evolution of the (French) Negation System

 Evolution/emergence of N-words/semi-negations

➢ Original Latin and Old French N-words (NEG + minimal quantity)…

➢ …competing with emerging minimizers becoming negative
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Historical perspective
On the history of French-related languages

 Correlating space & time: the origins of local variations of French…

 Oil varieties (Picard, Gallo, Poitevin-Saintongeais)

 competition on sentential negation (pas, point, mie, goutte)

 Occitan varieties (Gascon, Languedocien, Vivaro-Alpin)

 more traces of original (Latin and Old French) N-words: degun, res
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Historical perspective
On the history of French-related languages

 Haitian Creole

 “The evolution of French into Haitian Creole seems to have favored 
Gungbe substrate influence on the morphosyntax [as an isolating 
language].” (Aboh (2006)) + preverbal NEG marker “má”

 Canadian, Montreal, Québecois, Acadian French

 originating mainly from Poitou in the 17th century

 Predictions for Louisiana French?

 “several waves of Acadian immigrants after their expulsion from Nova 
Scotia by the British in 1755” (Klingler (2003))

 Predictions for Louisiana Creole?

 “contact between speakers of French and enslaved people who 
spoke a variety of African languages. LC bears great affinity to the 
French-lexifier creoles of the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean, and it 
appears to resemble Haitian Creole most closely of all” (Klingler (2003))
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Accounting for NC patterns
From the status of Semi-negations/N-words…

 A common view, related to diachronic/historical changes: semi-
negations (N-words) relate to indefinites (minimal quantities), NPIs, 
and negative quantification

 Negative Quantifiers are intrinsically negative

 NPIs are dependent on negation

 Indefinites are independent from negation

 Unsurprisingly, two traditional accounts of NC with N-words:

 Semi-negations (N-words) as NPIs, dependent on NEG

 Semi-negations (N-words) as Negative Quantifiers, bearing NEG

 The two accounts are problematic to account for NC variation…
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Accounting for NC patterns
From the status of Semi-negations…

 View #1: Semi-negations are just like NPIs (Laka (1990), Ladusaw

(1992), Giannakidou (1997, 2001), Déprez (2003), Zeijlstra (2004, 

2009))

 Looks nice for Gallo and other NC languages

 Main problem: what about other NPI contexts…? 
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Accounting for NC patterns
From the status of Semi-negations…

 View #2: Semi-negations express quantification over variables, or 

over pairs of variables (de Swart & Sag (2002))

 Comparing Negation and Questions

 Looks nice for French…

 Main concern: how can we extend the account to Gallo and 

other NC languages?

 Sentential negation « pas/pouint » does not quantify over variables…
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Accounting for NC patterns
…to the status of Sentential Negation

 Alternative account of NC: NC vs DN is just a matter of scope 

(building on Muller (2010))

 NC: the two negations have/share the same propositional scope

 DN: the two negations have a different scope

 Scope1: enunciative negation

 Scope2: propositional scope

NC can only occur with semi-negations, items that can share their

NEG feature.
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Accounting for NC patterns
…to the status of Sentential Negation

 Including sentential negation to the variation system…

 Sentential negation in Gallo still has some properties of semi-

negations (N-words)!

 Non-negative uses of « pa(s) »

 Similar to what is found in Haitian Creole (Homer (2013))
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Further Variations
Who doesn’t understand no more/anymore?

 Not the end of the story: much more variation of NC patterns 

in natural languages, especially when considering regional

languages

 The typological classification of NC system is not so helpful…

 Intralinguistic variation goes well beyond such classification 
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Further Variations
Interlinguistic variation: on typology

 How accurate is the traditional typology on NC patterns?

 Non-strict NC languages

 Strict NC languages

 Negative Spread languages

 Regional languages do not fit that typology…

 Main problem: optionality of sentential negation

 Even English does not fit that typology (Blanchette (2017))…

 From Whitney plantation: « I wasn’t doin’ nothin’ but totin’ the water. »
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Further Variations
Intralinguistic variation: unstable grammars

 Is sentential negation obligatory or optional? Dialectal variation in 

Occitan, Catalan, Québecois French, Gallo…
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Further Variations
Intralinguistic variation: unstable grammars

 Do all N-words (semi-negations) have the same constraints? 

Intraspeaker variation, from one semi-negation to another…

 Comparable to « jamais » in French
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Further Variations
Intralinguistic variation: unstable grammars

 So many NC patterns just for Gallo

 Main pattern #1: sentential negation does not participate in NC

 French-like pattern

 but still a passive knowledge of NC with sentential negation…

 Main pattern #2: sentential negation participates in NC

 as a non-strict NC language: no speaker uses « pas/point » with

subject n-words

25

Negation, Polarity, 

Neg. Concord

in Romance 

1. Introduction

2. Starting Point

3. Broad Perspective 

on Neg & Polarity

4. Historical

Perspective

5. Accounting for Neg. 

Concord systems

6. Further Variations

7. Extending the issue



Further Variations
Intralinguistic variation: unstable grammars

 Sub-pattern #2.1: sentential negation is mandatory

 Sub-pattern #2.2: sentential negation is optional

 Our take: at least for Gallo, sentential negation is optional, but a 

general preference for its use as it is clearly distinct from French 

(linguistic identity)
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Further Variations
Towards novel explanations

 A morphosyntactic explanation: on the status and scope of 

negation

 Sentential negation as a purely grammatical head/morpheme, or as 

syntactic constituent/phrase

 Preverbal vs postverbal negation

 A semantic explanation: on the status of N-words

 A semantic scale for NPIs (Zwarts (1998)), that can be extended to 

semi-negations

 Superstrong NPIs, in the more restrictive contexts (sentential negation, and 

under the preposition « sans » -without-)

 Strong NPIs, in more restrictive contexts (including the scope of N-words)

 Weak NPIs, in all non-assertive contexts (including questions, conditionals) 
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Extending the issue
Expressing denial (polarity revearsal) #1

 How to express denial (DN) in NC languages? Testing Gallo…
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Extending the issue
Expressing denial (polarity reversal) #2

 Answering particles to yes-no questions…which can be negative!

 In French, three types of polar answers: « oui, non, si »

 « Non » and « si » as potential reversal particles

 Est-ce qu’Hippolyte a mangé des frites? Non

“Has Hippolyte eaten fries? No”

 Est-ce qu’Hippolyte n’a pas mangé de frites? Si 
“Hasn’t Hippolyte eaten fries? Yes, he has.”

 « Non » reverses positive questions, and « Si » reverses negative

questions…?

 More complex… 
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Extending the issue
Expressing denial (polarity revearsal) #2

 Some negative questions can be reversed by « non »!

 Scope of negation (propositional vs enunciative) and the use of 

answering particles (Pasquereau (2020))

 Higher Negation:

 Lower Negation: 
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General Conclusion

 Negative Concord in natural languages is clearly not surprising, 

and not problematic

 As a syntactic redundancy (semi-negations sharing the same scope)

 Through a semantic mechanism (quantification over pairs)

 Issue: how Double Negation is expressed in such NC languages

 Further issues:

 On the influence of standardization

 On the limits between microvariation and idiolect (invididual
variation)…
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