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Abstract

In this paper, we provide the first systematic description of negative concord in Russian Sign
Language (RSL). Although non-manual markers have been argued to participate in negative concord in
sign languages, negative concord involving only manual signs has been shown to be much rarer. The
RSL pattern thus fills this typological gap, providing one of the first clear cases of negative concord of
manual signs in sign language. We show that RSL contributes important new data to the typology of
negative concord known from spoken language. First, we show that RSL (like Hungarian) shows
characteristics of both strict and non-strict patterns of negative concord. In neutral contexts without
movement, NC items in both subject and object position require a negative licensor; on the other hand,
in contexts with appropriate information structure, focused NC items may appear in specific structural
positions without a licensor. These facts provide evidence against analyzing the strict/non-strict divide
as a language-level property. Second, focusing on non-strict concord, we show that RSL diverges from
other languages with respect to important macro-syntactic properties. In RSL, like in a number of other
sign languages, negative elements may appear in a structure on the right edge. It is precisely this
position that allows NC items to appear without a licensor; in this respect, RSL is a mirror-image of
languages like Italian. These syntactic properties provide new evidence that structural hierarchy, not
linear order, is responsible for explaining the presence or absence of a licensor in patterns of non-strict
concord.

1. Introduction

Negative concord (NC) describes a pattern in which negative marking appears on multiple
morphological items but only one negation is interpreted. NC items (elsewhere called N-words or Neg-words)
are elements that are only grammatical in the presence of a negative licensor. In Russian, the sentence ‘Marija
ne videla nichego’, (lit. ‘Mary not saw nothing’) negates the proposition that Mary saw something. The NC item
nichego, ‘nothing,” is only grammatical with the negative marker ne, ‘not.’'

NC patterns can be classified as involving strict or non-strict concord (Giannakidou 1997). In strict
concord patterns, as seen in Russian, NC items always require a negative licensor. In non-strict concord
patterns, there are some syntactic positions in which NC items appear to carry negative force themselves,
without an overt negation. In Italian, for example, NC items in pre-verbal position seem to carry negative force
themselves, with no overt licensor. This typological variation has opened a number of theoretical questions.
First, what is the nature of the divide between strict and non-strict patterns? On some theories, the strict/non-
strict distinction is analyzed as a language-level property: some languages are strict concord languages and
others are non-strict concord languages. On other theories, the strict/non-strict distinction arises from syntactic
or semantic factors that may vary within a single language. Evidence in favor of the latter perspective comes
from languages, like Hungarian, that have been argued to display both patterns (Szabolcsi 2018). Second,
focusing on patterns of non-strict concord, what configurational properties are responsible for the ability of a
NC item to appear without a licensor? Descriptively, patterns of non-strict concord can be characterized in one

! Terminologically, we use the term ‘negative marker’ to refer to an overt verbal marker of sentential negation:
for example, the word not in English, the word ne in Russian, and the word glossed NOT in RSL. We use the
term ‘negative indefinite’ to refer to quantificational words used to express negation: the words nobody, nothing,
never in English, the words nikto, nichego, nikogda in Russian, and the words glossed NOBODY, NOTHING,
NEVERI, NEVER2 in RSL. The term ‘negative element’ is used as a general term that encompasses both
negative markers and negative indefinites. We reserve the term ‘NC item” specifically for those negative
elements whose grammaticality depends on the presence of a negative licensor. Thus, the Russian negative
indefinite nichego is a NC item, but the English negative indefinite nothing is not.



of two ways: either in terms of linear order—whether the NC item appears before or after the verb—or in terms
of structural properties—whether the NC item appears above or below the verb. Notably, in all previously
described patterns of non-strict concord, these two properties are confounded; the languages in question are
strongly right-branching languages, so material that is before the verb is also higher than the verb.

Sign languages present a different language modality, in which linguistic generalizations can be tested
and amended. Of relevance to the case at hand, sign languages have been shown to have different macro-
syntactic tendencies with respect to negation: unlike the spoken languages mentioned above, many sign
languages allow negative elements to appear in a projection on the right edge of the sentence. Sign languages
may thus bear new light on questions that are confounded for spoken languages. On the other hand, Zeshan
(2004) and Kuhn (2020) observe that canonical cases of negative concord—in which negative indefinites
combine redundantly with a manual negative marker—are typologically rare in sign language. For example,
Geraci (2005) shows that in Italian Sign Language, negative indefinites never require a negative licensor, unlike
spoken Italian. This lacuna makes it challenging to use sign language data to test generalizations pertaining to
negative concord.

In this theoretical context, we contribute new data from Russian Sign Language (RSL). We show that
RSL is a negative concord language: in many cases, the negative indefinites NOBODY, NOTHING, NEVERI,
and NEVER2 require a negative licensor in order to be grammatical, as illustrated in (1).>

@) a. NOBODY 3-CALL-1 NOT
‘Nobody called me.’
b. * NOBODY 3-CALL-1

We further show that RSL, like Hungarian, is a language with characteristics of both strict and non-
strict negative concord. When NC items appear in their in situ position, they require a negative licensor,
regardless of whether this in situ position is before, after, above, or below the verb. Such findings mirror the
strict concord patterns observed in languages like Russian, in which both preverbal subjects and postverbal
objects require a negative licensor. On the other hand, focused NC items may be dislocated to the right edge of
the clause; in such cases, they may appear without any additional overt licensor, as illustrated in (2). In this
respect, RSL is a mirror-image of languages like Italian, in which NC items may appear without a licensor when
they appear on the left edge of the clause.

) 3-CALL-1 NOBODY
‘Nobody called me.’

The results from RSL bear on the two theoretical questions outlined above. First, the fact that RSL
displays characteristics of both strict and non-strict patterns provides further evidence that this opposition should
not be analyzed as a language-level property, but instead results from factors that may vary within a single
language. Second, the fact that non-strict concord in RSL involves a projection on the right edge of the clause
provides evidence that structural hierarchy, not linear order, is responsible for explaining the presence or
absence of a licensor in patterns of non-strict concord.

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 introduces the typology of negative concord in spoken
languages, and the theoretical questions raised by this typology. Section 3 introduces the strategies of negation

?In sign language examples, manual signs are glossed with their closest English translation in capital letters.
The gloss NOT is used to indicate the particle marking sentential negation (with the exception of LIS, for which
Geraci 2005 distinguishes between two forms, NON and NEG). The gloss IX is used for pronouns. Person
agreement is indicated with the numbers 1, 2, or 3 separated from a pronoun or verb by a dash. (Thus, IX-1 is
the first person pronoun, and CALL-1 is the predicate ‘call me.”) Two signs with the same meaning are
distinguished with numbers without a dash. (Thus, NEVER1 and NEVER?2 are two lexical items that mean
‘never.”) Multiple English words are combined with periods to gloss single signs with complex meanings (e.g.
WANT.NOT). Non-manual markers are indicated above the glosses of manual signs, with a line to indicate
which manual signs co-occur with the non-manual marker. We use ‘neg’ for non-manual markers of negation
(for RSL, headshake), ‘top’ for markers of topicalization (for RSL, eyebrow raise), ‘whq’ for markers of wh-
questions, ‘blink’ for blinks, ‘squint’ for squints, and ‘head-tilt’ for head tilts.



in sign language, including the typological tendencies that distinguish these patterns from those of spoken
language. After the research methodology is outlined in Section 4, Section 5 presents the novel data and
generalizations from RSL. Section 6 provides an explicit analysis of the RSL data, which is compared to
alternatives in Section 7. Section 8 concludes.

2. The typology of negative concord

Natural languages can express negative quantification in at least two ways. In some languages, negative
quantification is expressed with a single negative element. In English, for example, the generalized quantifier
nothing contributes a negative meaning; no other marker of negation is needed. The sentence in (3) is true if
there does not exist an entity that Mary saw.

3) Mary saw nothing. (English)

In languages with negative concord, the negative meaning may be distributed over several
morphological elements in the sentence (Labov 1972; Laka 1990; Zanuttini 1991; Ladusaw 1992; Giannakidou
1997; Giannakidou 2000; Zeijlstra 2004, i.a.). In Russian, for example, the semantic contribution of English
nothing is expressed by the negative indefinite nichego, ‘nothing,” in conjunction with the negative marker, ne.
Sentence (4a) provides a translation of the English sentence in (3). Example (5) shows that ne is a standard
marker of sentential negation in Russian.

@) a. Marijane videla nichego. (Russian)
Maria not see.pst nothing.acc
‘Maria saw nothing.’
b. * Marija videla nichego.
Maria see.pst nothing.acc

%) a. Marija videla kot-a.
Maria see.pst cat-acc
‘Marija saw a cat.’
b. Marija ne videla kot-a.
Maria not see.pst cat-acc
‘Marija didn’t see a cat.’

In negative concord languages, NC items are elements that are only grammatical in the presence of a
negative licensor. In (4a), the NC item nichego is licensed by ne; the sentence becomes ungrammatical without
the negative marker in (4b).

2.1 Strict and non-strict negative concord

Typologically, patterns of negative concord can be divided into two basic types: strict negative
concord, and non-strict negative concord (Giannakidou 1997). In patterns of strict concord, as can be seen in
Russian and Greek, NC items always require an overt licensor, irrespective of what the NC item is, what
grammatical role it plays, and where it appears in the sentence. In (4), for example, the NC item is the
postverbal object nichego, ‘nothing’; in (6), the NC item is the preverbal subject nikfo, ‘nobody’. In both cases,
the NC item needs to be accompanied by a negative marker.

(6) a. Nikto ne videl Mariju. (Russian)
nobody not see.pst Maria-acc
‘Nobody saw Mary.’
b. * Nikto videl Mariju.
nobody see.pst Maria-acc



In non-strict patterns, as can be found in Italian and Spanish, NC items may sometimes appear without
an overt licensor. In these languages, whether or not you need a negative marker depends on where the NC item
appears in the sentence. To a first approximation: post-verbal NC items require a licensor; pre-verbal NC items
do not. Sentences (7) and (8) illustrate the pattern with examples from Italian. In (7), the NC item appears after
the verb, so the sentence is ungrammatical without the negative marker non. In (8), the NC item appears before
the verb, so a negative marker is not needed, and, in fact, makes the sentence unacceptable (or, for some
speakers, acceptable only with a double negation reading: ‘Everybody called’). Observe that this is determined
by the form of the sentence, and not by grammatical role, as the NC item in both cases is the subject of the
sentence.

@) a. Non ha telefonato nessuno. (Italian)
not AUX called  nobody
b. * Ha telefonato nessuno.
AUX called nobody
‘Nobody called.’

®) a. Nessuno ha telefonato.
nobody AUX called
b. * Nessunonon ha telefonato.
nobody not AUX called
‘Nobody called.’

What is the grammatical difference between strict and non-strict patterns of concord? In some theories
of negative concord, the strict/non-strict distinction is described and analyzed as a language-level property:
some languages are strict concord languages and others are non-strict concord languages (Zeijlstra 2004). On
the analysis of Zeijlstra (2004), for example, the distinction arises from the denotation of the negative marker in
a given language—whether it is interpreted with a negative meaning or not. In other theories, the strict/non-strict
distinction arises as result of syntactic or semantic factors that may vary within a single language (Espinal 2007,
Szabolcsi 2018). In support of this latter hypothesis, Suranyi (2006) and Szabolcsi (2018) show that Hungarian
in fact displays patterns of both strict and non-strict concord, as illustrated in (9). In many cases, the NC items
senki, ‘nobody,” and semmi, ‘nothing’ behave like strict NC items, as in Russian. But when focused with the
particle sem, ‘even,’” the NC items senki sem and semmi sem act like non-strict NC items, as in Italian. Espinal
(2007) argues that a similar mixed situation holds for Catalan, in which pre-verbal NC items may appear with or
without a negative marker, as illustrated in (10).

9 a. Senki nem szolt. (Hungarian, p.c. Marta Abruséan)

nobody not spoke
‘Nobody spoke.’

b. * Senki szolt.
nobody spoke

c. Senki sem szo6lt.
nobody FOC spoke
‘Nobody spoke.’

(10) a. Ningli no va  menjar. (Catalan, Espinal 2007: 69)
nobody not AUX eat
‘Nobody ate.’
b. NINGU va  menjar.

nobody AUX eat
‘Nobody ate.’



Hungarian and Catalan thus appear to provide evidence that we should speak of strict and non-strict
patterns, instead of talking of strict and non-strict languages. On the analysis of Szabolcsi (2018), the strict/non-
strict distinction arises from the syntactic configurations in which a given NC item is allowed to appear in a
given language, as will be discussed in Section 6.1.

2.2 Linear order or hierarchical structure?

Focusing on patterns of non-strict concord, a further question regards the analytical difference between
the positions in which NC items require a negative licensor and the positions in which they do not.

The descriptive generalizations that we have provided here are in terms of linear order: we have
described NC items as ‘pre-verbal’ or ‘post-verbal.” In doing so, we are following common descriptive practice
from the literature. And yet, the same work that provides a descriptive generalization in this way also often
provides an analysis not in terms of linear order, but in terms of structural hierarchy (Rizzi 1982; Laka 1990;
Zanuttini 1991; Ladusaw 1992; Déprez 2000; Herburger 2001; Zeijlstra 2004, i.a.); these explanations hinge on
whether the NC item appears above or below the verb, not whether it appears before or after it. For Italian, of
course, as a strongly right-branching language, these two properties are confounded: material to the left of the
verb is also higher than the verb (Rizzi 1997).

Though they are significantly rarer in the literature, explanations in terms of linear order have
occasionally been provided for polarity-sensitive phenomena (e.g. van der Wouden and Zwarts 1993). Notably,
Barker and Shan (2014), building on comments in Ladusaw (1979), make a strong argument that linear order
plays a role in the licensing of Negative Polarity Items (NPIs). They observe that sentence (11) has an inverse
scope reading, on which nobody received any gift: on this reading, the existential quantifier is taking scope
below the negative quantifier. Nevertheless, sentence (12) is ungrammatical; analogy to (11) shows that the NPI
is able to take scope below nobody and yet it is still not licensed. According to Barker and Shan (2014), this is
because it appears before its licensor; they provide an analysis in which a NPI must both scope below its
licensor and appear linearly after it.’

1D I gave a gift to nobody. (English)
Inverse scope reading: ‘There does not exist anybody to whom I gave a gift.’

(12)  *I gave anything to nobody.

In principle, linear order and hierarchical structure can be dissociated, which would allow us to
establish the role of each in the analysis of non-strict negative concord. In practice, however, the best-described
languages with non-strict negative concord turn out to be few in number and very closely related. When the
literature talks of non-strict negative concord, it is essentially talking about three languages: Italian, Spanish,
and Portuguese. In all three of these languages, linear order is largely confounded with structural hierarchy.

One strategy to approach this confound is to examine more complex structures, in which linear order
and hierarchical structure can be partially dissociated. For example, in (13b), the NC item nessuna appears
before the verb but does not c-command it, as it is embedded within a larger structure that has been fronted. The
fact that the NC item is ungrammatical without a licensor shows that linear order is not sufficient by itself to
explain the appearance of licensor-free NC items in patterns of non-strict concord. On the other hand, even

® Barker and Shan (2014) further motivate their analysis with the examples in (i), which are similarly
ungrammatical when the NPI appears to the left of its licensor. However, Zeijlstra p.c. points out another
possible explanation for the ungrammaticality of these sentences: for independent reasons, existentials in these
constructions cannot take inverse scope under negation, as seen in (ii). This alternative explanation doesn’t seem
to carry over to (12), though, as (11) does allow an inverse scope reading.

(1) a. * Anybody didn’t come.
b. *1 gave anybody nothing.
(i1) a. A student didn’t come. *:not>a OK: a>not
b. I gave a student nothing. *:nothing>a  OK: a>nothing



Barker and Shan (2014)’s analysis of NPIs requires linear order and scope. Thus, linear order still might be a
necessary condition, even given the ungrammaticality of (13b).

(13) a. Non sono venuti gli studenti di nessuna facolta. (Italian, p.c. Carlo Geraci)
Not AUX come the students of noyc  department
‘The students of no department have come.’
b. 7* Gli studenti di nessuna facolta sono venuti.
the students of no department AUX come

As counterpoint, the NC item in (14) also does not c-command the verb, but the sentence is
nevertheless grammatical, thus showing that c-command is not a necessary condition for NC items to appear
without an overt licensor. At this point, the property of c-command could of course be weakened; in any case,
there must be some grammatical difference that explains the contrast between (13) and (14). Further insight into
precisely what this difference is could be revealed by continuing to expand the range of complex structures
investigated.

(14) Con nessuno ho  parlato! (Italian, Rizzi 1982: 121)
With nobody AUX talked
‘With nobody have I talked!’

But even complex structures cannot provide the full picture. First, as we have already seen above,
adding syntactic complexity inherently adds extra variables, which may interact with licensing in unforeseen
ways. Second, and more importantly, while some confounds can be removed in more complex structures, other
confounds remain uncontrollable in Romance languages. Notably, in (13) and (14), we have seen that these
languages allow structures in which an item that precedes the verb does not c-command it. However, to rule out
the hypothesis that precedence is necessary for licensor-free NC items (if not sufficient), we need the opposite:
examples in which an item that c-commands the verb appears linearly after it. For macro-syntactic reasons, it is
impossible to construct any such examples in Italian, Spanish, or Portuguese.

More generally, theories of non-strict negative concord are intended to be representative of the full
range of linguistic possibility, but they are currently based on a small number of languages, most of which are
closely related, in which some confounds are impossible to control. The role of linear order versus structural
hierarchy is the first and simplest example of such a confound. Diversifying the collection of languages that
display non-strict concord is thus an essential step to understanding the grammatical principles underlying
negative concord in general.

3. Sign language negation

Sign languages present a different language modality, in which linguistic generalizations can be tested
or amended (see Sandler and Lillo-Martin 2017 for a recent discussion). With respect to negative quantification,
while sign languages have been argued to use the same abstract systems as spoken languages (Geraci 2005; Pfau
2016a), they also show a number of typological tendencies that set them apart from spoken languages, described
below (Zeshan 2004; Kuhn 2020). Of particular note here, sign languages often have different macro-syntactic
properties with respect to negation: unlike the spoken languages surveyed above, in many sign languages,
negative elements may appear in a projection on the right edge of the sentence (Pfau and Quer 2002; Geraci
2005; Tang 2006; Gokgoz 2011; Pfau 2016a). Sign languages may thus bear new light on questions that are
confounded for spoken languages.

3.1 Manual and non-manual strategies to mark negation

Sign languages have a number of ways to mark negation, some of which are shared with spoken
languages, others of which are specific to the sign language modality. Some of these differences involve the fact



that sign language has both manual signs (signed with the hands) as well as non-manual markers (articulated
with the head and face), which may appear simultaneously with the manual sign stream.

Like spoken languages, sign languages generally have a negative marker NOT (a manual sign), which
negates the meaning of a sentence. Sign languages also have negative indefinites like NOBODY and
NOTHING, which indicate that no individual has the relevant property. The precise syntax of these negative
elements varies across sign languages, as it does in spoken languages. Of note to the present project, though, a
number of sign languages have been shown to allow negative elements (both negative markers and negative
indefinites) to appear in a projection on the right edge of the sentence (German Sign Language (DGS) and
Catalan Sign Language (LSC): Pfau and Quer 2002 and Pfau 2016a; Italian Sign Language (LIS): Geraci 2005;
Hong Kong Sign Language (HKSL): Tang 2006; TiD: Gokgdz 2011). An example from LIS is provided in
(15).

(15) a. PAOLO CONTRACT SIGN NON (LIS; Geraci 2005: 221)
‘Paulo didn’t sign the contract.’
b. CONTRACT SIGN NOBODY

‘Nobody signed the contract.’

Sign languages additionally have non-manual strategies to mark negation. Across most if not all
languages, a negative meaning is associated with a particular movement of the face and head; the precise cues
vary across sign languages, but may include headshake, backwards head tilt, and various facial expressions
(Zeshan 2004; Benitez-Quiroz et al. 2016). Since negative non-manuals use a different articulator from lexical
manual signs, they may be signed simultaneously with the manual sign stream, and often co-occur with negative
manual elements. In light of this redundancy, Pfau (2016a) argues that the combination of negative manual and
non-manual signs can be seen as an instance of negative concord. In American Sign Language (ASL), for
example, negation may be indicated by headshake alone (‘neg’), as seen in (16a), or by headshake accompanied
by a negative manual sign, as in (16b). In (16b), there are thus two morphological exponents of negation, but a
single negative meaning interpreted. Non-manuals in RSL display a related but typologically distinct pattern. In
RSL, too, negative non-manuals and negative manual signs may redundantly mark negation, but unlike in ASL,
non-manuals alone cannot negate a sentence; RSL can thus be classified as a manual-dominant language
(Zeshan 2006a). See Section 7.4 for more details on negative non-manuals in RSL.

neg
(16) a. JOHN BUY HOUSE (ASL; Neidle et al. 2000: 45)
neg
b. JOHN NOT BUY HOUSE

‘John is not buying a house.’

Based on a survey of 38 sign languages, Zeshan (2004) makes a number of generalizations about the
distribution of negative elements in sign language. She concludes that redundant negative marking is very
common in sign languages, but that it tends to take a different form from canonical cases of negative concord in
spoken language. All sign languages surveyed allowed the combination of manual and non-manual elements, as
in (16b). Sometimes, sign languages allowed the repetition of a manual negative element (as discussed further
below). However, the combination of two different negative manual signs, such as a negative marker with a
negative indefinite, was shown to be rare. Kuhn (2020) argues that this typological tendency can be seen as
arising from competition with non-manual strategies. On this proposal, there is a general pressure for languages
(spoken or sign) to redundantly reinforce the meaning of a logical operator, but for sign languages, redundancy
via negative non-manuals is the preferred strategy.

In sum, macro-syntactic strategies that are common in sign languages may provide useful counterpoint
to study the syntax of negation in natural language. On the other hand, modality-specific properties arguably

4 Among spoken languages with SOV order, clause-final placement of negative markers is also frequent (Dryer
1988), but whether this projection can generally also host negative indefinites like nobody or never is less clear.



result in a typological landscape in which it is rare to find negative concord between negative markers and
negative indefinites.

3.2 The rarity of negative concord involving only manual signs

Kuhn (2020) defines NC items as elements that (a) require a negative licensor in order to be
grammatical and that (b) do not contribute any additional negative meaning when they appear under such an
operator. We have seen that these criteria are satisfied for negative indefinites in Russian and Italian. For
example, the Russian word nichego ‘nothing’, is ungrammatical in any full sentence without a negative marker.
In sign language, however, it is harder to find manual elements that similarly require the presence of a negative
licensor (Zeshan 2004; Kuhn 2020). For example, while spoken Italian displays a canonical case of non-strict
negative concord, Geraci (2005) shows that LIS does not exhibit patterns of negative concord. In LIS, negative
indefinites appear by default in clause final position, as in (17), but they may appear in situ with appropriate
non-manual markers, as in (18). In neither order, however, does the sentence need, or even allow, a negative
marker. LIS also disallows the appearance of two negative indefinites in the same sentence, as seen in (19). LIS
is thus not a language in which negative indefinites participate in negative concord.

neg
(17) a. CONTRACT SIGN NOBODY (LIS; Geraci 2005: 223)
‘Nobody signed the contract.’
b. * CONTRACT SIGN {NON/NEG} NOBODY

neg
(18) a. NOBODY CONTRACT SIGN
‘Nobody signed the contract.’
b. * NOBODY CONTRACT SIGN {NON/NEG}

(19) * SIGN NOBODY NOTHING

Kuhn (2020) reports similar facts for French Sign Language (LSF). Whereas spoken French is a
negative concord language, in which multiple NC items can co-occur in a sentence with a single negative
meaning, LSF is not a negative concord language, so does not allow this redundancy. Based on similar data
across a range of sign languages, Kuhn (2020) proposes that these patterns reflect a general bias for sign
languages to not have negative concord with manual signs, due to an iconic pressure to use space to represent
discourse referents, which cannot be satisfied for NC items, which can only appear in antiveridical
environments.

3.2.1 Negative concord vs. doubling

In some sign languages, a negative element may be doubled, possibly resulting in an emphatic
interpretation. In sentence (20a), from ASL, the quantifier NOTHING is doubled, but only a single negative
meaning is interpreted (Wood 1999). Similar such examples appear across a number of sign languages,
including at least New Zealand Sign Language (McKee 2006) and Chinese Sign Language (Yang and Fischer
2002). Nevertheless, several properties distinguish such cases from canonical negative concord. First, both
negative indefinites are associated with the same semantic role in the sentence—this is the sense in which these
are cases of doubling. Second, in these examples, there is no dependence on a licensor; removing either instance
of the quantifier results in a grammatical sentence, as seen in (20b-c). This is very different from cases of
negative concord in languages like Russian or Italian, in which the NC item is ungrammatical without a negative
licensor. Finally, we have reason to believe that these cases are an instance of a phenomena independent of
negation, since similar doubling occurs for wh-words, modals, quantifiers, and verbs (Petronio 1993; Petronio
and Lillo-Martin 1997), as illustrated in (21).



(20) a. JOHN NOTHING FIND PAPER NOTHING (ASL; Wood 1999: 63)
b. JOHN NOTHING FIND PAPER
c. JOHN FIND PAPER NOTHING
‘John did not find any paper.’
whq
(21) a. WHAT JOHN BUY YESTERDAY WHAT? (ASL; Petronio and Lillo-Martin 1997: 30)

‘What did John buy yesterday?’
b. MY HIGH SCHOOL FIVE DEAF KID FIVE
‘My high school had (only) five deaf kids.’

Wood (1999) reports a few cases of apparent negative concord in ASL that can’t be reduced to
doubling. In (22), for example, the negative indefinites NEVER and NOTHING associate with distinct semantic
arguments, but only a single negation is interpreted. These cases nevertheless differ from canonical cases of
negative concord in that no negative licensor is needed: either negative indefinite can appear as the only
negative element in a sentence of ASL. The pattern is also restricted to certain syntactic configurations: like
cases of doubling in ASL, one of the negative elements must appear on the right edge of the clause.

(22) JOHN NEVER EAT FISH NOTHING (ASL; Wood 1999: 62)
‘John never eats any part of the fish.’

Synthesizing these results, sign languages show a number of cases in which multiple negative elements
may appear with a single negative meaning, but there are no previously recorded cases in which a negative
manual sign is only grammatical in the scope of a negative marker. This hallmark property of negative
concord—dependence on a negative licensor—appears to be much rarer in sign language than it is in spoken
language.

3.2.2 “True” negative concord in Turkish Sign Language?

The one previously discussed sign language that is most likely to display a pattern of negative concord
on the definition provided here is that of Turkish Sign Language (TID). Zeshan (2006b), Gékgoz (2011) and
Pfau (2016a) report data in which negative indefinites sometimes appear alongside a negative marker, as in
(23a), and sometimes appear alone, as in (23b). More precisely, Dikyuva et al. (2017) make the generalization
that in preverbal position, the sign HIC (roughly ‘never’) is only grammatical when it appears in the scope of a
negative marker, as in (24a-b), but that in postverbal position, the sign may appear as the only marker of
negation, as in (24c) (see also Karabiiklii and Wilbur 2021).

neg
(23) a. NONE(2) APPEAR NO-NO (TID; Zeshan 2006b: 158, 157)
‘Nobody appeared.’

neg
b. COUNTRY INDIA INDEX1 LOOK NONE(1)

‘T have never seen India.’

ebr,ht
IX-1 HIC SEE NOT (TID; Dikyuva et al. 2017: 225)
‘I haven’t ever seen (it).’
b. * IX-1HIC SEE
c. IX-1 TRY HIC
‘I have never tried (it).’

24)

®



As we will see, these examples share some very strong similarities with the RSL data that we will see
below. In particular, in both TID and RSL, when negative indefinites appear without a negative marker, they
generally appear on the right edge of the sentence. A number of questions nevertheless remain open about the
patterns in TID. In the RSL data we present below, we document other important properties of negative
concord, such as sentences with multiple NC items, and we also pay attention to the structural configurations
that allow a NC item to appear without a licensor. It is quite likely that follow-up elicitation work on TID would
reveal a pattern similar to the RSL pattern presented here.

4. Methodology
4.1 Corpus Data

Initial investigation into negative concord in RSL was conducted using the RSL corpus (Burkova
2015), by searching for every instance of the Russian translations of nobody (11 items), nothing (27 items), and
never (21 items). Among these examples, there are six occurrences of the negative indefinite NOTHING with an
idiomatic meaning (roughly, ‘It’s not a big deal’). We exclude such examples from our generalizations below,
but they are included in Supplemental Materials 1 along with all other examples from the corpus. Similarly,
when a sentence or a negative indefinite is repeated multiple times in a row, we also exclude all instances except
the first from our counts (four items thus excluded).

Among the remaining 49 examples, sentential syntax (and even sentence boundaries) is not always
clear. There are nevertheless a number of clear cases in which the negative indefinites appear with a negative
marker, as in (25), and a number of cases in which they appear without negation, as in (26). See Kimmelman
(2017) for further discussion of some of these examples.

(25) a. NOBODY LET-IN NOT RSLM-nl1-s44-d-std, 1:47
‘Nobody is being let in.’

b. MOTHER NOTHING NEED.NOT RSLM-n2-s54-d-std, 3:18-3:20
‘Mother answered: there is no need to buy anything.’

(26) LOOK-arc ENGLISH NOBODY RSLM-nl1-s40-d-std, 1:08
‘Looking around, there were no English.’

Of note, these corpus examples show regularity: negative indefinites tend to appear without a negative
licensor exactly when they appear in clause-final position. Specifically, we find 20 examples of negative
indefinites occurring with another negation, either with the negative marker NOT, as in (25a), or negation
incorporated into a suppletive form of a verb, as in (25b). Among these examples, the large majority of negative
indefinites—17 of them—are not in phrase-final position, as in (25); only three examples have negative
indefinites in phrase-final position. One of these exceptions is provided in (27). We note that all three exceptions
to the generalization involve the negative indefinite NEVER2.

(27) IX POSS-1 DAUGHTER DOLL PLAY NO2 NEVER2 RSLM-n2-s54-d-std, 2:23-2:27
‘My daughter never plays dolls.’

There are 29 cases of negative indefinites occurring alone, without another negation, as in (26). Among
these examples, all sentences except one have the negative indefinite in clause-final position. The one exception

is provided in (28).

(28) IX-1 GO NEVERI IX RSLN-n2-s1-h-std, 0:29-0:37
‘I have never been there [to America].’
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The corpus data thus invites a clear generalization: licensor-free instances of negative indefinites tend
to appear clause-finally (with the caveat that clause boundaries are not always evident). Without direct negative
evidence, however, it is impossible to determine whether gaps in the data are due to chance or
ungrammaticality, thus making it hard to make strong generalizations.

4.2 Grammaticality judgments

In order to target this question more directly, we thus supplemented the corpus data with elicited data.
Elicitation was conducted with four Deaf native signers of RSL (age range 20-35 years old; three female). All
consultants were Deaf children of Deaf parents.

Elicitation was conducted entirely in RSL by the second author, a proficient signer of RSL. Signers
were told that they would be asked to sign sentences and then judge them as grammatical or not. Two
consultants had prior experience with linguistic judgments, so were familiar with the notion of grammaticality;
the other two were instructed that grammatical sentences are those that one could produce oneself while signing
with another Deaf person. In the course of elicitation, there were a few cases in which consultants indicated
intermediate judgments (not clearly grammatical or ungrammatical), which were also noted.

Elicitation of each paradigm began with a conversation between the researcher and the consultant,
resulting in a sentence involving a target construction that the consultant judged as a grammatical utterance.
This sentence then served as a point of departure for further variations of the sentence (e.g. changing word
order; adding or removing negation). These manipulations were elicited by the researcher via metalinguistic
prompts: either asking the consultant to change something in their production, or directly proposing another
variation of the sentence. Consultants were asked to produce each sentence in the most natural way possible and
then to judge their own production. (If this reproduction “corrected” the target manipulation of the researcher,
the new sentence was judged anyway, but the ungrammatical sentence was re-elicited in order to be judged.) For
most of the elicitation, non-manuals were not explicitly manipulated; signers chose non-manual markers to be as
natural as possible for a given sentence. The only exceptions, where signers were asked to manipulate non-
manuals, are discussed in Sections 7.1 and 7.4, and are coded in Supplemental Materials 2 as “nmms”.
Throughout elicitation, consultants were welcome to discuss the sentences that they had produced, either by
giving meta-linguistic comments about sentences that were proposed (e.g. “It sounds like a calque of spoken
Russian”), or by proposing alternative formulations of sentences that would be more natural, which were also
recorded and judged. After each paradigm of sentences was recorded and judged, the process began again,
starting with a new sentence that the consultant judged as a grammatical utterance.

For the most part, signers judged their own productions, although in a few cases, we showed videos of
one signer to another signer in order to judge them. Since we had only a few sessions with each consultant, we
did not get repeated judgments from a single signer on the same sentence. Instead, in order to ensure robustness
of the data, we repeated each structural paradigm several times with different lexical items (i.e. different verbs
and nouns) for each consultant. Because consultant availability varied as the project developed, not all sentence
types were tested with all consultants, but the core paradigms of the paper were tested with all four signers.

Several observations can be made about this elicitation process. As described above, sentences were
collected in paradigms. Eliciting sentences in paradigms has several advantages. First, it focuses the consultant’s
attention on the relevant manipulations, thereby minimizing the effect of irrelevant factors (e.g. the choice of
lexical item). Second, when differences are found within a paradigm (i.e., some sentences judged as
grammatical and other as ungrammatical), this can be clearly interpreted as arising from the specific factors with
respect to which the sentences differed (see also Smith and Little 2018 on individual “thresholds” for perceptual
judgements). Together, these factors have been shown to detect grammatical contrasts in work involving small
numbers of consultants (e.g. Schlenker 2011; Davidson 2020; Marty et al. 2020 on “joint presentation”).

Confidence of the interpretation of the data is also increased by testing lexical items with a wide variety
of grammatical properties (cf. Schiitze and Sprouse 2014 on “multiple lexicalizations”; Davidson 2020). If a
grammatical distinction is found, one wants to ensure that it is a general property of a grammatical construction,
and not the result of the specific lexical items used. In our elicitation sessions, the sentences tested involved
transitive and intransitive verbs (both unaccusative and unergative); agreeing and plain verbs; with regular and
irregular negative forms. All 27 verbs used can be found in Supplemental Materials 2.
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Finally, ongoing discussion with the consultants throughout elicitation is useful in several respects.
First, it builds rapport between the researcher and the consultant, in a relationship that acknowledges the
consultant as an expert user of a real language (Fischer 2009). Second, such discussion provides ongoing
feedback that the judgments are indeed tracking the relevant variables (as opposed to spurious factors, such as a
mispronounced word). Finally, examples proposed by consultants may call attention to interacting factors that
would have otherwise been overlooked.

Unless indicated otherwise, all sentences and grammaticality judgements below come from these
elicitation sessions. The Appendix provides a by-participant summary of the core paradigm presented here, and
Supplemental Materials 2 provides glosses and judgments of all elicited sentences referenced in the paper. A
link to some example videos is also provided in the Appendix. Generally, judgments were relatively consistent
across participants (see the Appendix for summaries), although a few exceptions are discussed in the article
when relevant. Finally, although we focus on elicited data below, it is notable that the data from the RSL corpus
generally fall into the descriptive generalization established via elicitation.

5. Negative concord in RSL
5.1 Sentential negation

Basic sentential negation in RSL can be expressed with the sign NOT, as well as two forms that specify
tense, FUT.NOT and PAST.NOT. The sign NOT is exemplified in (29) and shown in Figure 1. Additionally,
there are a variety of predicates that convey a negative existential meaning, such as EXIST.NOT, DEFICIT,
NULL, and EMPTY. We do not discuss these further here, but examples are provided in the Supplemental
Materials.

(29) GIRL THIS SMOKE NOT (RSL; Pasalskaya 2018: 4)
“This girl doesn’t smoke.’

Figure 1: NOT

Pasalskaya (2018) shows that negation in RSL is associated with a number of morphological and
syntactic changes in the structure of the sentence. In sentences without negation, basic word order in RSL is S-
V-O (Kimmelman 2012).” In sentences with negation, there is a general preference for a negative element to
appear in clause-final position. Additionally, whereas standard word order in RSL has an V-O order, negation
often induces a word-order change resulting in a sentence with order S-O-V-Neg (with the V to the right of the
0), as seen in (30). In some cases, this change in order is optional, also allowing S-V-Neg-O (in which the V
remains to the left of the O), though this word order is dispreferred.

° Although Kimmelman (2012) also frequently finds the order S-O-V, this order is mostly restricted to sentences
in which the verb is a classifier construction, and is further dispreferred when situations are reversible—when
the semantics alone cannot disambiguate the argument structure. None of the elicited examples in the present
paper involve classifier constructions.
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(30) a. MOTHER BUY BOOK (RSL; Pasalskaya 2018: 13)
‘Mother bought a book.’
b. MOTHER BOOK BUY NOT
‘Mother didn’t buy a book.’

Pasalskaya (2018) argues that the Verb-Neg sequence in these sentences (above, ‘BUY NOT’) has
undergone a syntactic process to become a single morphological unit—via compounding, cliticization, or a
related process. (See Pasalskaya 2016 for compounding in RSL in general.) First, as has been previously
reported for ASL and LIS, complex word formation may result in the loss of repetition in one of the roots
(Brentari 1998, Geraci 2009); in RSL, the verb EAT normally consists of a repeated movement towards the
mouth, but in the sequence ‘EAT NOT,’ repetition of the sign is deleted. Second, sign language words may be
signed with a specific mouthing (often, the spoken language translation of the word); for complex words like
compounds, it has been observed that the mouthing may be specific to the complex word, as opposed to being
the word-for-word mouthings of the component signs (Pasalskaya 2016, Santoro 2018). For example, the RSL
sign for QUOTATION is the compound SENTENCE~TITLE, but the mouthing of the compound sign is the
Russian word for ‘quotation’ instead of the words for ‘sentence’ and ‘title.” Such mouthing mismatches also
appear for Verb-Neg sequences, in which the mouthing reflects the word order of spoken Russian instead of
RSL. Thus, the sequence ‘BUY NOT’ in (30b) is accompanied by the mouthing /nje kupila/, literally ‘not buy’
in spoken Russian. Together, these facts motivate an analysis on which Verb-Neg sequences are a complex
morphological unit resulting from compounding or cliticization. The word order changes illustrated in (30) can
be explained if this complex Verb-Neg unit moves to a position on the right edge of the syntactic structure.

5.2 Negative concord items under negative licensors
As foreshadowed above, RSL also contains an inventory of NC items that in many contexts are only

grammatical under negation. Figure 2 shows the four negative indefinites NOBODY, NOTHING, NEVERI,
and NEVER2 as signed in RSL.

Figure 2: a. NOBODY b. NOTHING c. NEVERI1 d. NEVER2
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Sentences (31) to (35) present the basic pattern of negative concord. As in spoken Russian, these NC
items require the presence of a negative marker—without NOT, the sentences are ungrammatical.® This is the
characteristic pattern of negative concord. (34) shows that this pattern holds both when the V-Neg unit moves to
the right edge, as in (34a), as well as when all words appear in situ, as in (34b). (35) makes the same point in an
example where the direct object is a NC item, although one signer judges (35b) as ungrammatical, perhaps
reflecting the general preference to move the V-Neg unit to the end of the clause. (Below, the % sign indicates
divided judgments between signers.) In contrast, when uttered in an ‘out of the blue’ context, sentence (35¢) is
judged as ungrammatical for all signers, thus displaying the same dependence on a licensor that is shown in (31)
to (34). As we will see in Section 5.4, however, (35¢) does in fact become grammatical when a context puts
focus on the NC item. We will argue that cases with focus involve movement of the NC item to the right, but
that this movement doesn’t affect the word order of the sentence when the direct object originates in clause-final
position.

31  a NOBODY 3-CALL-1 NOT
‘Nobody called me.’
b. * NOBODY 3-CALL-1
(32) a. NOTHING HAPPEN NOT
‘Nothing happened.’
b. * NOTHING HAPPEN
(33) a. IX-1 NEVER2 SEE NOT WOLF
‘I have never seen a wolf.’
b. * IX-1 NEVER2 SEE WOLF
(34) a. NOBODY CHICKEN EAT NOT
‘Nobody ate chicken.’
b. NOBODY EAT NOT CHICKEN
‘Nobody ate chicken.’
c. * NOBODY CHICKEN EAT
(35) . M-A-R-Y NOTHING EAT NOT

‘Mary didn’t eat anything.’
b. % IX-3 EAT NOT NOTHING
‘He didn’t eat anything.’
c. * IX-3 EAT NOTHING

Many verbs in RSL also show irregular negation, incorporating negation into a suppletive form. Such
irregular alternations include the pairs LOVE / LOVE.NOT, KNOW / KNOW.NOT, WANT / WANT.NOT,
and NEED / NEED.NOT. Examples (36)-(38) show that these irregular negative forms may serve as licensors of
NC items. As above, these licensing facts hold regardless of the syntactic position of the V-Neg unit. As above,
the judgments on (36¢) and (37¢) reflect the fact that the sentences are ungrammatical without focus.

(36) a. IX-3 NOTHING NEED.NOT
‘He doesn’t need anything.’

® Both NEVER1 and NEVER? allow dependent uses, as shown in (i) for NEVERI, but there seems to be a
preference for some signers to use NEVER?2 in dependent uses, and to use NEVERI on the right edge w