
Clausal Negators are [iNEG] in Strict Negative Concord Languages 

Negative concord has recently been argued to be syntactic agreement (Zeijlstra 2008, Biberauer 

and Zeijlstra 2012).  Strict Negative Concord (SNC) languages, languages in which n-words 

must be accompanied by a single instance of overt clausal negation, are analyzed in such a way 

that the clausal negator and the n-words are endowed with uninterpretable negation [uNEG] 

features.  Czech is an example of an SNC language.  The clausal negator in Czech, ne, is 

obligatorily realized with the subject n-word nikdo.   

1) Dnes   nikdo *(ne)vola   Czech 

 Today n-body NEG calls 

 ‘Today nobody is calling’   (Zeijlstra 2008: pp. 3) 

 

A covert operator with interpretable negation features, Op¬[iNEG], located in Spec,NegP c-

commands the n-word subject nikdo and the clausal negator ne, as shown in (2).  The agreement 

relation is established when the covert operator with the [iNEG] feature, the goal, c-commands the 

clausal negator and n-words with [uNEG] features, the probe, a reversal of the canonical 

agreement relation of probe >> goal (Chomsky 2000).  Following Zeijlsta (2012), I deem this 

operation reverse AGREE.  

 

2) [NegP Dnes Op¬[iNEG] [TP nikdo[uNEG] nevolá[uNEG]]] (Zeijlstra 2008: pp.25) 

 

This framework does not answer a crucial question:  Why is a clausal negator with [uNEG] 

obligatorily realized in SNC languages if it does not affect any kind of relation between 

Op¬[iNEG] and the n-words, also endowed with [uNEG] (Penka 2011, Biberauer and Zeijlstra 

2012)?  Nothing in the framework currently posited rules out a representation with ne being left 

out of the representation in (2).  I propose an account of why clausal negators are obligatory in 

SNC languages.  I assume reverse AGREE and depart from this framework and argue that 

interpretability and valuation of features should be separated as in the framework of Pesetsky and 

Torrego (2007).  In their framework, agreement is valuation-driven and results in feature sharing.  

Uninterpretable features may survive after valuation as long as the uninterpretable feature is 

shared with an interpretable feature on another constituent.  I argue that the overt clausal negator 

in SNC languages is interpretable negative but unvalued ([iNEG: ___]).  The clausal negator 

probes upward and undergoes feature sharing with a polarity head endowed with uninterpretable 

but valued features ([uNEG: val]).   

 

3) [PolP [uNEG:val][TP nikdo [uNEG:___]  nevolá [iNEG:___] ]] 

 

 



The overt clausal negator must be realized in SNC languages as it is the only constituent 

endowed with [iNEG] and thus the only constituent which contributes to semantic negation.  The 

combination of reverse AGREE and the severing of valuation from interpretability establishes 

why the negator must be realized in the clause while maintaining the syntactic agreement 

analysis of negative concord. 

Furthermore, I extend the analysis of negative concord to bipartite negation.  I argue that 

bipartite negation is an instance of syntactic agreement whereby the hierarchically lower 

constituent undergoes valuation-driven agree with the hierarchically higher constituent valued 

for negation.  I use data from French and Italian (Mosegaard Hansen and Visconti 2012) and 

from S’gaw Karen (Tilleson 2013) to illustrate that the principal negator (constituent with 

[iNEG]) in a bipartite negation structure may be the hierarchically higher constituent, as in 

dialects of Italian, or the hierarchically lower constituent, as in French and S’gaw Karen.  The 

principal negator in Italian is non and occupies a position above the verb while the principal 

negator in French is pas and occupies a position below the verb. 

 

4) Non dico             mica…  Italian 

 NEG say-PRS-1SG NEG  

 ‘I do not say [mica] …’ (Mosegaard Hansen and Visconti 2012) 

 

5) [PolP non [TP dico  [vP  mica …]]] 
  [iNEG:val]                [uNEG: ____] 

 

 

6) Je ne   dis                  pas. French 

 I   NEG say-PRS-1SG   NEG   

 ‘I do not say’   (Mosegaard Hansen and Visconti 2012) 

 

7) [CP je [PolP  ne [TP dis    [vP  pas ]]]] 
           [uNEG: val]            [iNEG: ___] 

 

 

The lower constituent must be unvalued for the purposes of valuation-driven agree but may be 

endowed with either [uNEG] or [iNEG].  Allowing for the separation of valuation from 

interpretability allows for a reverse AGREE analysis of bipartite negation while maintaining that 

either constituent in the structure may be interpretable for negation. 


