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THE ‘WHAT?

What are Negative Polarity Items (NPIs)?
= Words/expressions sensitive to grammatical polarity

PM Mette Frederiksen

a) Jeg har aldrig nogensinde vceret s meget i tvivl. (dr.dk 05/07/2020)
b) *Jeghar nogensinde vceret s meget i tvivl.

PM Boris Johnson
a) | will never everbe able to repay you. (bbc.co.uk 12/04/2020)
b) *Iwill everbe able to repay you.

Some, very brief, terminology:
= NPisitalicised, and bold.

» Licensing element underlined.
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NPI LICENSING

A lot of different non-negative contexts also license NPIs. For example:
Questions:
« Er du overhovedetklar over hvad et surfboard koster? (KorpusDK)
« Can we do anything about that? (BNC)

Conditionals:

* Han har at holde sin kceft. Hvis han reber noget som helst, vil det g& ud over hans mor.
(KorpusDK)

* On a serious note, if there is anything you want to delegate, you know where to find me.
(BNC)

Superlatives:

* Pernille Vermunds pdstand om CO2-udledning er noget af det dummeste, der nogensinde er
sagt i klimadebatten. (Information 28/11/2020)

« The Supersaurus was probably the biggest creature everto walk on [the] Earth. (BNC)
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THE ‘WHY?’

Why is a comparison between Danish and English NPIs even interesting?

Danish

e There has been some research on Danish NPIs e.qg. K. R. Christensen (2005), but not
all that much. No mention in neither Grammatik over the Danske Sprog (Hansen &
Heltoft 2011) nor in Dansk Grammatik (L. H. Christensen & R. Z. Christensen 2014).

English
*  Well-documented phenomenon, yet no consensus on what the exactlicensing
property is, nor how said property is best encapsulated:
« Semantics (e.g. Giannakidou 1998)
+ Syntactic (e.g. Progovac 1994)
« A combination of both (e.q. Linebarger 1984)

Noticeable parallels between Danish and English NPl phenomena, although there are
maijor differences with regards to negation, e.g. English clitic negation (/isnf) & do-support.
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THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

a) What are the exact characteristics of the structural relationship that has to hold
between the licensing (negative) element and an NPI, and is it the same relationship
for the other non-negative licensing contexts?

b) What is the relationship between Danish and English NPIs? Do Danish NPIs behave the
same way as their English counterparts?

MA thesis divided into two parts
» Presentation and discussion of the theoretical NPI requirements.
= A corpus study of Danish and English NPIs to determine whether the NPIs behave alike.
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THE ‘HOW?

| argue that NPI licensing has both a syntactic and a semantic requirement

Syntactically, there are two requirements:
» The presence of the licensing element.

» The NPI must be in scope of the licensing element. l.e. the NPl must be contained within
the structural sister of the licensing element. In other words, the NPl must be c-
commanded by its licensing element (Vikner 2013, 477).
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C-COMMAND
P

C-command: e

* ‘Node X c-commands node Y iff the first DP |’
branching node dominating X also /\
dominates Y’ (Haegeman and Guéron 1999, e
o
214) No-one | VP
The subject c-commands the object, while the T

object does not c-command the subject: Vo DP
» A negative subject can license an NPI-object,

while a negative object licensing an NPI saw o
subject is ungrammatical: anything

» No-one understood anything

» *Anyone understood nothing

» |ngen forstod noget som helst

» Nogen som helstforstod ingenting
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SEMANTICS

The syntactic requirements are insufficient on their own.

If c-command was sufficient, then the following conditional shouldlicense the NPI
= *If you love coffee, then you should evervisit the Double R Diner.

Which it clearly does not.

For long, the principal semantic requirement was thought to be Downward Entailment (DE):
Downward Entailment: ‘6 is a trigger for NPI’s iff 6 is downward-entailing.’

(Ladusaw 1979, 147)
DE is entailing/reasoning from a superset (i.e. general) to a subset (specific):

= Bob won't buy apples --> Bob won't buy Golden Delicious.
= -/->Bob won't buy fruit.
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SEMANTICS

Problems with DE:
= Yes/no questions in general are not DE.

= Ladusaw appeals to ‘availability of a biased negative answer’ (Giannakidou 2002,
7).

» Unsatisfactory for most yes/no-questions.
= Conditionals are not DE either (Brandtler 2010, 19).

Newer theory is Giannakidou's (1998, 2002, ...) Veridicality Hypothesis (Abridged version)
= Focuses on the veridicality (i.e. truth value) of sentences.
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EMPIRICAL DATA

CHOSEN NPIs

| settled on a non-exhaustive of ‘classic’ Danish English
English NPIs and located their Danish Nogensinde Ever
equ ivalents. Overhovedet At all
Slet At all
- Heller Either
= Verbs from Vikner (2011, 48). b i
_ o Behaove Need
= Jensen (2002) points toward a limited — —
- ; ordrage Stand
distribution of sletand heller. .
Nogen Any
Noget som helst Any
Nogen som helst Any
Noget som helst Anything (at all)
Nogen som helst Anyone (at all)
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MORE EMPIRICAL DATA

Empirical data for the Danish and English NPI distribution collected via text corpora:
Danish
»  KorpusDK
»  Offline corpus allowed R script extractions.
" /nfomedia
= Danish newspaper database.
» Searched in a four week timespan to limit parameters.
English
= British National Corpus (BNC).
= Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA).

A /ot of counting.
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First determine the distribution of the
individual NPI. Then compare the NPI pairs
to determine whether the pairs are found in
the same licensing contexts.

Empirical conclusion

= Strong similarities between Danish and
English NPIs

= Different enough that a 1:1 relation is
impossible to conclude

= All NPIs except for nogensinde/ ever are
most frequent under the scope of
sentential negation.
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THE ‘WHY, GOD WHY?V

= Data collection
* When is ‘enough’ data enough?
= (Ken most likely says ‘never’)
= Noise in the data (discarded category)

»  KorpusDK
= Some R issues lead to duplications

" /nformedia
» No automated approached (Copyrights).
» How /nformedia‘logs’ news.
= Uniqgue hits.
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(MORE) PROBLEMS/ISSUES/CHALLENGES

=  Delimiting scope
»  Howmany NPIs and licensing contexts should | include?
» Semantic theory is very labyrinthine

/ SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE MINDS WILLIAM MIKI THORSEN
\I 1 OCTOBER 2021 PHD



REFERENCE LIST

» Brandtler, Johan. 2010. The Evaluability Hypothesis: The Syntax and Semantics of Polarity ltem Licensing in
Swedish. PhD dissertation. Lund University. http://lup.lub.lu.se/search/ws/files/5365141/1594613.pdf.
Accessed March 1, 2019.

»  Christensen, Ken Ramshgj. 2005. “Interfaces. Negation-Syntax-Brain.” PhD dissertation, Department of English,
Aarhus University. www.hum.au.dk/engelsk/engkrc/Papers/krc-phd.pdf. Accessed March 8, 2019.

»  Christensen & Christensen (20XX)

= Christensen, Lisa Holm, and Robert Zola Christensen. 2014. Dansk Grammatik. Third edition. Odense:
Syddansk Universitetsforlag.

»  Giannakidou, Anastasia. 1998. Polarity Sensitivity as (Non)Veridical Dependency. Linquistik Aktuell.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company.

. 2002. ‘Licensing and Sensitivity in Polarity ltems: From Donward Entailment to (Non)Veridicality’. CLS 38:
Papers from the 38th Annual Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society, Parassession on Polarity and
Negation, 1-25.

/v SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE MINDS WILLIAM MIKI THORSEN

1 OCTOBER 2021 PHD STUDENT
AARHUS UNIVERSITY



REFERENCE LIST

» Haegeman, Liliane, and Jacqueline Guéron. 1999. English Grammar a Generative Perspective. Oxford:
Blackwell.

» Hansen, Erik, and Lars Heltoft. 201 1. Grammatik over Det Danske Sprog. Odense: Syddansk Universitetsforlag.

= Jensen, Britta. 2002. ‘Polarity ltems in English and Danish’. In /ssues in Formal Germant(ic) Typology, edited by
Werner Abraham and Jan-Wouter Zwart, 127-40. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company.
https://doi.org/10.1075/1a.45.07jen.

» Ladusaw, William A. 1979. ‘Polarity Sensitivity as Inherent Scope Relations’. Dissertation, University of Texas.

» Linebarger, Marcia Christine. 1980. ‘The Grammar of Negative Polarity’. Dissertation, Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technologqy. https://dspace.mit.edu/handle/1721.1/16067.

» Progovac, Ljiljana. 1994. Negative and Positive Polarity: A Binding Approach. Cambridge Studies in Linguistics
69. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 10.1017/CBO9780511554308.

= Vikner, Sten: 2013. “C-kommando, koreference og negative polaritetselementer i dansk (C-command,
coreference and negative polarity elements in Danish).” In 14. mede om udforskningen af dansk sprog, eds.
Inger Schoonderbeek Hansen, Tina Thode Hougaard & Peter Widell. University of Aarhus, 467-484.

/v SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE MINDS WILLIAM MIKI THORSEN

1 OCTOBER 2021 PHD STUDENT
AARHUS UNIVERSITY


https://dspace.mit.edu/handle/1721.1/16067

/ AARHUS
P UNIVERSITY




