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negative concord in four varieties 
of swedish

1  introduction

in standard swedish, it is possible to use two negative expressions in the 
same clause (cf. sAG 4:5ff). the clause is then, as a rule, interpreted as 
non-negated – the negative expressions cancel each other (as in 1). 

(1)  vi såg inte ingenting. 
we saw not nothing
‘We didn’t see nothing’ (≈ ‘We saw something’)

in many other  languages (cf. Giannakidou 2006, Haspelmath 2013), as 
for  instance  several  varieties  of  english  (cf.  Anderwald  2005,  trudgill 
2009), the constellation in (1) results in a negated clause.

(2) We didn’t see nothing. (≠ ‘We saw something’)

Unlike the case in swedish, where two negated constituents seem to ex-
press two separate negations that counteract each other, the negation not 
and the negative indefinite nothing in (2) together express one semantic 
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negation, and the clause is understood as negated. this phenomenon is 
known as negative concord (nC): 

negative  concord,  sometimes  also  called  double  negation  or  multiple 
 negation, involves instances where two or more negative morphemes co-
occur and effect an overall negative reading in a clause, without logically 
cancelling each other out. (Anderwald 2005:113)

roughly, we talk about negative concord in situations where negation is 
interpreted just once although it seems to be expressed more than once in 
the clause. (Giannakidou 2006:328f).

nC cannot be attested in neither swedish, nor  in any other standard 
scandinavian language: “nC is not a part of the grammar of the north 
Germanic standard languages” (Østbø 2013:217), and nC has not at-
tracted  much  attention  in  scandinavian  linguistics  (but  see  Garbacz 
2010:122ff, and Østbø 2013:213ff). there is for instance no section on 
negation  in  Bandle  et  al.  (2002,  2005),  two  comprehensive  volumes 
about the nordic languages, comprising 230 chapters. it has even been 
claimed  that  nC  is  absent  from  all  varieties  of  the  scandinavian 
 languages:  “there  is  no  cumulative  or  multiple  negation,  either  in 
standard speech or in the dialects […]” (Haugen 1986:157), and that a 
typological universal prohibits Germanic  languages  from having nC 
(Bernini & ramat 1996:187). However, nC do occur in some varieties 
of swedish that deviate substantially from standard swedish: Övdalian 
(Levander 1909:111, Garbacz 2010:85ff, Åkerberg 2012:327), nylandic 
(Lundström  1939:151ff),  southern  ostrobothnian  (ivars  2010:248ff) 
and  estonian  swedish.  in  this  paper,  i  provide  examples  from  these 
four varieties and discuss the syntactic analysis as well as the historical 
linguistic status of nC: is the presence of nC in these varieties an ar-
chaism, an innovation (or several independent innovations), or a result 
of language contact?
  in the following section (2), short introductions to Övdalian, nylan-
dic, southern ostrobothnian, and estonian swedish are provided. then 
examples of nC are presented in section 3, while the topic of section 4 is 
the typological and syntactic properties of nC (here the estonian swed-
ish verb mike ‘may-not’ is discussed too). section 5 concerns the possible 
diachronic status of nC, and section 6 concludes the paper.
  it should be pointed out that the aim of this paper is to present an in-
troductory, broad view of nC in swedish; comprehensive data are not 
available at present, and neither are deeper analyses possible at the cur-
rent stage of investigation.
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2  Övdalian, nylandic, southern ostrobothnian 
and estonian swedish – brief introductions

While  Övdalian  is  a  western  variety  of  swedish,1  nylandic,  southern 
 ostrobothnian,  and  estonian  swedish  together  constitute  a  group  of 
eastern swedish varieties. traditionally, all of these language varieties are 
classified  as  dialects  of  swedish,  although  a  pure  linguistic  definition 
could possibly lead to a re-categorization, considering that they are all 
quite different from standard swedish, in all linguistic aspects.
  Övdalian is spoken in the province of Dalecarlia in western sweden, in 
and around  the village of Älvdalen  (see map 1). there are about 2 500 
speakers  of  Övdalian  at  present  (cf.  Johannessen  &  Garbacz  2015).  it 
belongs to the Upper siljan-dialects, which for  long have been known 
for their linguistic peculiarities: “the archaic and diversified dialects of 
Dalarna  hold  an  exceptional  position”  (Hallberg  2005:1697).  Among 
these varieties, Övdalian has preserved a number of  features  that have 
been lost elsewhere (cf. Garbacz 2011).

  1   in a geographic sense. ringmar (2005) discusses Övdalian in the light of traditional 
divisions in eastern/western and northern/southern scandinavian linguistic features.

Map 1. the approximate location of Övdalian, nylandic, southern ostroboth-
nian and estonian swedish.
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  nylandic and southern ostrobothian are spoken in Finland. in 2013, 
there  were  about  130 000  speakers  of  swedish  in  nyland,  and  about 
90 000  in ostrobothnia  (statistikcentralen 2014), but  is  is unclear how 
many of these speakers that command the traditional regional dialect – 
the  Finnish  supraregional  variety  of  swedish,  serving  as  a  standard 
 swedish in Finland, is successively gaining ground.
  estonian swedish was traditionally spoken in the archipelago off the 
western coast of estonia, and in some locations on the estonian main-
land. the speakers considered themselves to be ethnic swedes. Due to 
the geographical prerequisites and other factors, several distinct dialects 
were developed; Lagman (1979:13) recognizes four dialect areas: ormsö/
nuckö/Dagö, rågö/vippal/korkis, nargö and runö.
  During the second world war, a great majority of the estonian swedish 
population  fled  or  was  evacuated  to  sweden.  Aman  (1961:253)  asserts 
that 7 920 estonian swedes arrived in sweden during the period 1940–
1949, leaving behind about 1 000, of which some were recruited by the 
soviet army and some were deported to siberia and/or executed. in 1961, 
there  were  1 281  estonian  swedes  in  estonia,  according  to  Aman 
(1961:260). However, the estonian swedish language was not accepted 
by the new political authorities, and the remaining estonian swedes soon 
shifted to estonian and/or russian, being gradually assimilated with the 
surrounding population. While the estonian swedes in sweden have up-
held their cultural affinity, estonian swedish has not been transferred to 
the  new  generations.  estonian  swedish  is  thus  a  moribund  language 
 variety, currently being spoken on special occasions by no more than a 
few dozen elderly estonian swedes in sweden.
  the four language varieties all seem to have branched off from swed-
ish during  the Middle Ages; deciding  the “age” of  these varieties  is of 
course an issue with sociopolitical repercussions, and the linguistic data 
at hand (place names, dialect features etc.) do not provide any clear pic-
tures, and neither do historical records, nor archeological data.
  Melerska  (2011:16;  cf.  also  Dahl  2005)  assumes  that  Övdalian  (and 
other Upper siljan-varieties) dates back to the 13th century, while kroo-
nen (2011) argues that certain sound changes indicate that Övdalian must 
have followed a trajectory of its own since the early old norse-period 
(around the 8th or 9th centuries). As for Finland swedish, a common as-
sumption  is  that  swedish  was  brought  to  Finland  by  a  migration  of 
swedes from central sweden, beginning  in the 12th century (institutet 
för de inhemska språken 2014). Likewise, swedish colonists seem to have 
arrived to the coast of estonia around the 13th century, but, as noted by 
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Markus (2004:89): “since the source material is scanty and makes no di-
rect mention of swedish colonisation in either Finland or estonia, any 
conclusions must be drawn indirectly”. Based on her own archeological 
excavations  in  enby  (a  hamlet  on  the  nuckö  peninsula),  Markus 
(2004:195) concludes, however, that is is plausible that this area was in-
habited by ethnic swedes already in the 10th century. 
  Both  in  Finland  and  estonia,  the  swedes  kept  communicating  with 
coastal farmers and tradesmen in and around the Baltic sea after the ini-
tial settlements, resulting in several waves of linguistic input into eastern 
swedish as well as successive migrations within this area. the island of 
nargö, north of tallin, was for instance re-settled by swedish-speaking 
migrants  from nyland during  the 18th century  (Lagman 1979:13);  the 
original estonian swedish  settlement perished due  to warfare, plagues 
and crop failures.

3  negative concord in the four varieties 
in this section, i present Övdalian, nylandic, southern ostrobothnian, 
and  estonian  swedish  examples  on  negative  concord.  the  sources  are 
traditional and modern grammatical descriptions, as well as corpus mate-
rial from the nordic Dialect Corpus (norDiaCorp 2014) and the corpus 
of swedish spoken in Finland (talko 2014). As for estonian swedish, a 
small questionnaire study has also been utilized.
  it  is  important  to point out, at  this stage,  that  the basic structure of 
swedish allows for doubling of several types of clausal constituents, in-
cluding  the  sentential  negation,  in  a  final  annex  in  the  left  periphery  
(cf. sAG 4:24, 451f). Constituents in the final annex are not assumed to 
belong to the clause proper, and are often separated from the inner clause 
by a short pause – in writing represented by a comma. sAG (4:451) un-
derlines that “the annex repeats the negation, and the clause has accord-
ingly  the same negative meaning also without  the annex”  [my transla-
tion]. in (3), a standard swedish example from sAG (4:439) is provided.

(3)  Johan är inte så rolig, inte.
 Johan is not so funny not
 ‘Johan isn’t very funny.’

Also ingen (‘no one’) and ingenting (‘nothing’), allow for an extra nega-
tion in the final annex (as in 4a,b), but not aldrig (‘never’).
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(4)  a.  Det kom ingen ambulans, inte.
  it came no ambulance not
  ‘there came no ambulance.’

  b.  Frimärken är ingenting för henne, inte.
  stamps are nothing for her not
  ‘stamps aren’t anything för her.’

  c. *vi såg aldrig eiffeltornet, inte.
  we saw never Eiffeltowerthe not
    ‘We never saw the eiffel tower.’

Considering that the final annex does not form a part of the inner clause, 
structures  such  as  (3)  are  not  to  be  seen  as  instances  of  nC.  Also  in 
 Övdalian,  nylandic,  southern  ostrobothnian,  and  estonian  swedish, 
negations may be doubled in a clause-final annex, but, in contrast with 
standard swedish, in these varieties it  is also grammatically possible to 
express more than one negative constituent in the inner clause, i.e. nC, 
as shown by the brief review below.

3.1  nC in Övdalian
in his Övdalian grammar, Åkerberg underlines that two or more negated 
expressions may occur together in one clause, and that they “strengthen 
each  other,  so  that  the  meaning  becomes  perfectly  clear”  (Åkerberg 
2012:327; [my translation]). the examples in (5–7) show nC in Övdalian 
– the negated expressions are in bold.

(5)  a.  ig ar it si’tt inggan. (Garbacz 2010:86) 
  I have not seen no one
  ‘i have not seen anyone.’

  b.  tjyöpum int ingger so kringgt. (Levander 1909:111) 
  buy.1pl not no one so often
  ‘We don’t buy any very often.’

  c.  eð ir d0 wel it að ingg, eð-dar. (Åkerberg 2012:327) 
  it is then well not for nothing that
    ‘that is completely useless.’

Garbacz  (2010:86–89)  argues  that  the  negation  (int/it)  must  precede  
the other negated constituent in Övdalian (see 6a), and that nC is non-
obligatory. it is furthermore possible to omit the negation, even when the 
subject is a negated indefinite pronoun (as in 6b).
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(6)  a.  *Intnoð ar ig it ietið. (Garbacz 2010:87)
  nothing have I not eaten
    ‘i haven’t eaten anything.’

  b.  igår belld (it) inggan kumå að Mųora. (Garbacz 2010:87) 
  yesterday could not no one come to Mora
    ‘Yesterday, no one could travel to Mora.’

in the corpus with transcriptions and recordings of scandinavian dialects 
(norDiaCorp 2014),  there are a  few examples of nC in Övdalian  (7). 
these examples all follow the pattern that is displayed in (6): the negation 
precedes the other negated part of the clause.2

(7)  a.  Finggum int intnoð wattn og avlopp i stugų.
  got.1pl not nothing water and drain in housethe
    ‘We didn’t get any water and drain in the house.’

  b.  ig ar it aldri aft so uont.
  I have not never had so pain 
    ‘i’ve never had such pain before.’

  c.  ellest ir it fel intnoð spesiellt.
  otherwise is not surely nothing special
    ‘otherwise, it is nothing in particular.’

one of the examples (7c) is uttered by a relatively young informant (born 
in 1978), an indication that also younger Övdalians actually use nC. 
  Considering  that  nC  is  not  obligatory,  and  that  the  negation  must 
precede other negated constituents, one must conclude that Övdalian is 
a  non-strict  nC-language  (cf.  Giannakidou  2006:35ff),  following  the 
same principles when it comes to nC as for instance italian. As will be 
clear from the presentations below, the same pattern is found also in the 
other three varieties.

3.2  nC in nylandic
negations in nylandic have been discussed by Lundström (1939:154f), 
who points out that “relatively often nylandic is not satisfied just with 
one negation, but uses  the negative words  inga,  it,  int  [variants of  the 
negation]  as  a  reinforcement  of  other  negating  determiners  […]”  [my 
translation].  the  examples  in  (8)  are  quoted  from  Lundström  (1939: 
154f).

  2  no examples of the type in (6a) have been found in neither of the other electronic re-
sources (norDiaCorp and talko). 
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(8)  a.  Dom a it alder vari i stonn ti dra iett. 
  they have not never been in mode to pull even
    ‘they have never been able to agree.’

  b.  Ja ä int rädd för ingan. 
  I am not afraid of noone
    ‘i’m not afraid of anyone.’

  c.  Han fick int ändo inga straff. 
  he got not still no punishment
    ‘He still wasn’t punished.’

Also in talko (2014), a corpus with spoken Finland-swedish, examples 
of nC from nyland can be found. the nC-construction that  is most 
frequent is inte aldrig (‘not never’), which yields 37 hits in the data from 
nyland  (as  in  9a),  while  inte ingen  (‘not  noone’)  and  inte inget  (‘not 
nothing’) receive no more than three and null hits, respectively. the three 
examples with inte ingen furthermore occur in incomplete, fragmentary 
utterances like (9b), where the syntactic analysis is unclear. it is probable 
that these examples should not be seen as felicitous parts of speech, but 
as restarts and similar production errors. 

(9)  a.  Men int ha ja aldri tjent nå:n från kullå. (Borgå)
  but not have I never known anyone from Kullå
    ‘But i have never known anyone from kullå.’

  b.  Ju int hä: fanns ju ingen…
    well not here was well no one
    ‘Well, not here was well no one.’ [?]

Accordingly, the corpus data from nyland, comprising data from 58 in-
formants,  indicate that nC only  is used  in the phrase  inte aldrig  (‘not 
never’)  in  current nylandic.  it  is plausible  that nylandic has been af-
fected by the supra-regional variety of Finland swedish since Lundström 
(1939) made her investigations in the 1930s.

3.3  nC in southern ostrobothnian
the syntax of southern ostrobothian has been studied by ivars (2010). 
Discussing the negation, she mentions that “Aldrig [‘never] is used in Lf 
[Lappfjärd]  and  ks  [kristinestad]  also  in  combination  with  pleonastic 
inte [‘not’]” (ivars 2010:250) [my translation]. Both of these small mu-
nicipalities are located south of närpes. in her examples – of which two 
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are  shown  in  (10)  –  also  a  clause-final  negative  particle  i  occurs.  this 
particle is also found in some parts of sweden: Gotland, roslagen and 
Hälsingland (cf. rosenkvist 2012:114–117).

(10)  a.  Du va it aldri he i?
  you were not never it not
    ‘You weren’t ever that?’

  b.  It ha dåm ju aldri ut tåmde förr i. 
  not had they well never out those before not
    ‘they never had those out before.’

in  talko  (2014),  there  is  just  one  unambiguous  example  of  nH  from 
ostrobothnia  (presented  in  11).  it  is  uttered  by  a  male  speaker  from 
kvevlax (north-east of vasa, in central ostrobothnia) who was born in 
1977.3

(11)  Int a man ju såm aldri havi såm na kåntakt me teij int.�
 not have you well like never had like any contact with them not
  ‘You never have had like any contact with them.’

the example in (11) may indicate that nH is in use also in other parts of 
ostrobothnia,  but  the  scarcity  of  the  material  does  not  allow  for  any 
conclusions.

3.4  nC in estonian swedish
in  traditional  grammatical  descriptions  of  estonian  swedish,  syntax 
have  played  an  insignificant  role.  A  telling  example  is  tiberg  (1962). 
Under  the headline Some observations outside phonetics  [my  transla-
tion] he states that “the syntax offers many surprises [my translation]” 
(tiberg 1962:100) and then immediately proceeds to estonian swedish 
word formation. nevertheless, nH is one of the syntactic features that 
characterise estonian swedish. in a recent grammatical description of 
the nuckö dialect, Brunberg (2015:22) notes that nC may be used “as 
a  reinforcement”,  providing  the  example  Ja so änt ingat bån tär  (‘i 
didn’t  see  any  child  there’).  nC  seems  to  be  relatively  infrequent  in 
estonian swedish, however – there are approximately one example per 

  3   in talko (2014), recordings and transcriptions of 55 informants from ostrobothnia are 
available, but only 9 out of these 55  informants come from southern ostrobothnia, and 
there are no data from kristinestad. Four of these nine transcriptions are furthermore quite 
short, comprising less than 1 200 words each. 
  4   the clause-final negation int is here situated in the final annex.
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2 000 words in Lagman (1990), a collection of estonian swedish texts 
from all dialect areas.5

  in  (12),  some  examples  of  nC  in  estonian  swedish  are  presented. 
these are all taken from Lagman (1990); the source of each of the exam-
ples is provided.

(12)   a.  Änt kund han tåva inga oxar [...] (nuckö) 
    not could he take no oxen
    ‘He [the wolf] could not take any oxen.’

  b.  e kälet [...] fickst änt ferekoma inga larm. (ormsö) 
    in Kärrslätt wasallowed not occur no noise
  ‘in kärrslätt, no noise was allowed.’

  c.  nö fick itt inga menski ga häim itt. (rågö) �
    now wasallowed no person go home not
    ‘no person was allowed to go home now.’

  d.  Äte hav vi engan kro pa run, å äte hav vi engt kino. (runö)
    not had we no pub on Runö and not had we no cinema
  ‘We had no pub on runö, and we had no cinema.’

the  examples  in  (12)  show  that  nC  can  be  attested  in  all  dialects  of 
 estonian swedish,7 but  they also demonstrate  the marked variation  in 
the realisation of the negation (cf. rosenkvist in print). the form of the 
negation divides the four estonian swedish dialects in one northern and 
one southern group (as shown in 13).

(13)   negation in estonian swedish – dialectal variation

  northern group  nargö:  inga, int, itt
    rågö/vippal/korkis:  itt

  southern group  ormsö/nuckö:  änt
    runö:  äte, ät

the form inga, which is particular for nargö, may be explained by influ-
ence from nylandic – as was stated above, nargö was repopulated by 

  5   the texts have an unclear status. Most of them were first written in estonian swedish, 
according to varying individual orthographic principles, by a speaker of estonian swedish, 
and then translated into standard swedish by the editor edvin Lagman. the two versions 
are presented side-by-side in the book. some of the texts are poetic, others are more mun-
dane, commenting on aspects of every-day chores. the texts have also been read aloud and 
recorded, in most cases by the respective authors. 
  6  the clause-final negation itt is here situated in the final annex.
  7  there are however no examples of nC from nargö in Lagman (1990), but this is prob-
ably due to the fact that the texts from nargö are quite short and that they all are written 
by one and the same author.



Negative concord in four varieties of Swedish  149

settlers  from  nyland  in  the  middle  of  the  18th  century.  Lundström 
(1939:151) states that the form of the negation in nylandic was inga, int 
and it, which corresponds well with nargö swedish. Also the form itt, 
attested on rågö, might have been influenced by nylandic, while änt and 
äte/ät seem to be archaisms (but see the discussion below); in old swed-
ish, forms such as änkte were relatively frequent (Brandtler & Håkans-
son 2014).
  At present, there are no electronic corpora of estonian swedish, and 
hence it is not possible to search for nC in the speech of the remaining 
estonian swedes. However, during field work in stockholm in January 
2015, 11 estonian swedish informants were asked to provide grammati-
cality  judgements  (in  a  supervised  written  elicitation  task)  on  a  set  of 
estonian swedish test sentences with and without nC. A five grade scale 
was used: the score 5 represented the value “in full agreement with ordi-
nary language use – this is what you normally say” while 1 corresponded 
to  “in  no  agreement  with  ordinary  language  use  –  you  never  say  so”. 
Considering that none of the informants use estonian swedish in their 
everyday  life, we primed the  informants by showing an old video clip 
where three estonian swedes were discussing in fluent estonian swed-
ish, hoping to stimulate a possibly dormant syntactic intuition.8 A pair of 
test  sentences  and  the  results  are  illustrated  in  table  1  (the  score  3  is 
marked by light grey, and 1–2 with darker grey).
  interestingly, 4 informants (from ormsö, nargö and runö) rejected 
nC-sentences completely. However, it was fairly obvious that these in-
formants were influenced by prescriptive grammatical considerations, a 
couple  of  them  stating  explicitly  that  two  negations  do  not  make  any 
sense and suggesting that one of the negations be removed. informant 10 
applied a very cautious strategy throughout, giving the score 3 in a ma-

  8    the  applied  method  has  been  developed  during  projects  such  as  scanDiasyn  and 
 norDiaCorp – cf. Johannessen et al. (2010) and rosenkvist (2012).

Table 1. responses on nC from 11 estonian swedish informants.

test sentence          informant  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11

Pa run hav vi engt kino. [no nC]
on Runö have we no cinema 5  5  5  5  5  5  4  5  5   3   5
‘on runö we have no cinema.’

Pa run hav vi äte engt kino. [nC]
on Runö have we not no cinema 5  4  5  5  4  1  1  1  5   3   1
‘on runö we have no cinema.’
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jority of  the relevant  test sentences. 6 of  the  informants accepted nC. 
some  of  them  made  statements  such  as  “Yes,  we  said  so”,  clearly  re-
cognising a pattern of speech from their youth.
  Also the order between the two negated constituents was tested. As 
was shown above, only the order negation > n-word (e.g., not nothing) 
can be attested in estonian swedish texts, as well as  in the other three 
language varieties.9 in table 2, these test results are presented; only those 
six informants that accepted nC as such are included in table 2.
  While all of  the six  informants  found the order neg > n-word to be 
possible, two of the informants (1 and 2) also accepted the order n-word 
> neg,  in contrast with our expectations, while  the  remaining  four  re-
jected such sentences.
  Given that nC can be attested in estonian swedish texts from all dia-
lect areas, and that no examples of the order n-word > neg can be attested 
in these texts, the results of our study may seem to be somewhat surpris-
ing. However, one must consider that all informants are elderly, and that 
estonian  swedish  has  not  been  spoken  in  a  natural  habitat,  so  to  say, 
since the 1940s. After the arrival to sweden, the estonian swedes soon 
adopted standard swedish, although estonian swedish was used in the 
home by some families. out of concern for their children, many parents 
chose not to speak estonian swedish with them. the test situation was 
furthermore also novel for our  informants, and some of them had ob-
vious difficulties coping with it. 

3.5  summary
While standard swedish does not allow nC, this syntactic feature can be 
found in several varieties of swedish that differ substantially from stand-
ard swedish. it is found in Övdalian, a western variety of swedish, and in 

  9  the notion of n-word is discussed in section 4.

Table 2. responses on nC-word order from 6 estonian swedish informants.

test sentence                  informant  1  2  3  4  5  9

Pa run hav vi äte engt kino. [neg > n-word]
on Runö have we no cinema 5  4  5  5  4  5
‘on runö we have no cinema.’

engt kino hav vi äte pa run. [n-word > neg]
no cinema have we not on Runö 4  4  2  2  2  1
‘on runö we have no cinema.’
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three eastern varieties: nylandic, southern ostrobothnian and estonian 
swedish.10 the syntactic structure seems to be identical in all of the four 
vernaculars – the negation precedes an n-word, i.e., a negated indefinite 
pronoun (corresponding to not no one, not nothing, etc.), or the negated 
adverb aldrig (‘never’). the reverse order (no one not and never not) is 
unattested in texts and corpora (but two estonian swedish informants 
accepted  it  in a questionnaire study). Further studies are of course re-
quired in order to achieve a more comprehensive and detailed image of 
the status of nC in the four vernaculars.
  in the following section, i discuss the typological status of nC in these 
language varieties, following the categorisations suggested by Giannaki-
dou (2006) and subsequent works (mainly van Gelderen 2008, Breitbarth 
2013, Østbø 2013, and Brandtler & Håkansson 2014), and considering 
the properties of the estonian swedish modal verb mike (‘may-not’).

4  nC – typological and syntactic features
in section 2, it was demonstrated that negative expressions correspond-
ing to no one, nothing, and never could cooccur with the sentential nega-
tion  in  four  varieties  of  swedish,  without  causing  a  double-negation 
reading. such  inherently negative  indefinite nominal  and adverbial  ex-
pressions are known as n-words (cf. Giannakidou 2006:328, Breitbarth 
2013:174). the inherent streak of negativity becomes clear when n-words 
are used as fragment answers, as discussed by Giannakidou (2006:328ff). 
An Övdalian example is provided in (14).

(14)  A:  Ukin kam? ‘Who came?’
  B:  indjin. ‘noone.’

However, when defining n-words, Giannakidou (2006:328) includes the 
condition that a word is only an n-word if it may appear in nC-struc-
tures,  which  the  Germanic  languages  “do  not  exemplify”  (2006:328). 
 Accordingly, standard swedish ingen (’no one’) and aldrig (‘never’) are 
not  n-words,  while  corresponding  nominals  and  adverbs  in  Övdalian  
etc. are.
  According to Giannakidou (2006:352ff), there are two basic types of 
nC: strict and non-strict nC. in a strict nC-language, such as for in-

  10  the list is possibly not exhaustive. nC may occur also in the eastern parts of Åland 
(eva sundberg, p.c.).
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stance the slavic languages, n-words cannot appear without the senten-
tial  negation,  even  if  there  are  several  n-words  in  the  clause.  Another 
characteristic feature of strict nC-languages is that the relative order be-
tween the negation and n-words do not matter; in these languages, both 
of the orders n-word > neg and neg > n-word are possible, and there are 
no crucial semantic or pragmatic differences between these word orders. 
in  a  non-strict  nC-language,  on  the  other  hand,  n-words  are  fully 
 grammatical without any accompanying negation, and  the word order 
n-word > neg is disallowed (unless a double-negation reading is intend-
ed). As shown by Garbacz (2010:86–89), Övdalian is a non-strict nC-
language (see the examples in 6), and the data from nylandic, southern 
ostrobothnian, and estonian swedish suggest that also these vernaculars 
are non-strict nC-languages. no authentic examples of n-words preced-
ing the negation have been attested (and isolated n-words without nega-
tions are common). A preliminary conclusion is accordingly that all of 
the four vernaculars are non-strict nC-languages.
  interestingly, nC in english dialects follow the same pattern, accord-
ing to Anderwald (2005:120ff), while some American english vernacu-
lars allow n-words to precede the negation (Labov 1972, Mufvene et al. 
1998), as in Nobody don’t like a boss hardly (Labov 1972:786).
  Zeijlstra (2004) argues that negative constituents may either be syntac-
tic heads (neg) or syntactic phrases (negP). A common syntactic analy-
sis of nC (cf. also van Gelderen 2008, Brandtler & Håkansson 2014) is 
that the sentential negation in a nC-language is a syntactic head (neg), 
not a phrase (negP). Being a head, it may co-occur with other negators 
in  the  same  clause  without  triggering  double  reading-effects.  Zeiljstra 
(2004:165) states clearly that “All languages with a negative marker X° 
[neg] are nC languages”, and van Gelderen assumes that in a diachronic 
perspective, a change negP > neg is the underlying cause for nC: “once 
the negation is in the head position, it is weakened to the point where it 
no  longer  ‘interferes’  with  a  second  or  third  negative”  (van  Gelderen 
2008:208). the relation between head status of the negation and nC may 
thus be seen as biconditional: all nC-languages have neg, and neg is a 
prerequisite for nC to appear, according to van Gelderen (2008).
  two telltale signs that reveal that a negation is a syntactic head are that 
it is phonetically reduced, and that it may cliticize to other constituents 
in the clause. Brandtler & Håkansson (2014) note that in some northern 
and eastern varieties of swedish, the standard swedish negation inte has 
been reduced (due to apocope and/or assimilation, cf. for instance Wessén 
1958:11ff) and appears as int, it or similar variants, and this circumstance 
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leads  them to conclude  that “the very same dialects  that  showcase  the 
reduced form  int also allow negative concord” (2014:27). While  this  is 
incorrect – nC is unattested in northern swedish – it is nevertheless in-
teresting that the four vernaculars that are discussed in the present work 
all have reduced sentential negations. Övdalian, southern ostrobothnian, 
and nylandic have the forms int and it(t), while estonian swedish also 
has the forms änt and äte (cf. 13).
  Given  the  hypothesis  that  head  status  and  nC  are  interrelated,  the 
estonian swedish modal auxiliary verb mike (‘may-not’) is of particular 
interest. An example from ormsö is provided in (15).11

(15)   ia mike änt hoa hed hus du kan läsa.
 I maynot not have heard how you can read
 ‘i have heard that you can read.’

in (15), mike cooccurs with the sentential negation änt, but nevertheless 
no nC-reading emerges – the negations in mike and änt appear to cancel 
each other,  just as  in  the swedish example  in  (1). According to Danell 
(1951:280), mike is derived from må (‘may’) plus a negation.12 However, 
the  estonian  swedish  negation  is  in  general  int,  it,  änt  or  äte (see  13 
above), corresponding to standard swedish  inte. this suggests that an-
other, older negation is involved in the formation of mike, since neither 
int, it, änt nor äte can contribute a k to the modal må. it is plausible that 
the negation in mike was inkte or ikke, forms that were common in old 
swedish and that eventually developed into inte (as discussed by Brandtler 
& Håkansson 2014; cf. also sAoB icke). the development may thus have 
been: må ikke > må’ikke > mike. An intermediate stage, where the nega-
tion has cliticized to the host må, is of course required in the process of 
change.13

  if phonetic reduction and cliticization is an indicator of head status, as 
argued by van Gelderen (2008) as well as Brandtler & Håkansson (2014), 
it  is  clear  that  the  negation  that  was  incorporated  with  må  must  have 
been a syntactic head. still, mike does not trigger nC, while the regular 
estonian swedish negation does.14 this is an indication that head status 

  11  the example is taken from the dialect archive in Uppsala (isoF 1126:1, 1925).
  12  the similarity with the Afrikaans negative imperative marker moenie, composed of 
the verb moe ’may’ and nie ’not’, is striking (cf. Biberauer 2015).
  13  As pointed out by an anonymous reviewer,  the vocalism in mike  is unexpected. in 
norwegian dialects, cliticization of ikke on må results in må’kke rather than *m’ikke. it is 
possible that estonian mitte may have influenced the form of mike (see below).
  14  if mike is seen as an n-word, it does not follow the restriction that the order n-word 
> neg is disallowed in estonian swedish.
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and nC are not mutually dependent on each other, but rather two in-
dependent phenomena. Breitbarth (2013:190) claims that also old Low 
German had neg, but not nC, and a similar asymmetry may be found in 
old spanish (Poole 2009). interestingly, Brandtler & Håkansson (2014) 
claim that the old swedish negation eigh had head-like properties:

in this paper, we have shown that the decline in clause-initial negation in 
the history of swedish parallels a lexical shift in the use of negative ad-
verbs: from eigh during the old swedish period to icke and subsequently 
inte during  more  recent  times.  We  have  argued  that  old  swedish  eigh 
maintained  a  number  of  syntactic  properties  suggestive  of  a  syntactic 
phrase head: it could cliticize to the finite verb and co-occur as a particle 
with the finite verb in [C] without violating the v2-restriction. (Brandtler 
& Håkansson 2014:125)

However, even if eigh could appear as a syntactic head in old swedish, it 
did not evoke nC – as stated above, there are no clear instances of nC  
in  old  swedish.  Data  from  old  Low  German  (Breitbarth  2013),  old 
spanish (Poole 2009), old swedish (Brandtler & Håkansson 2014), and 
estonian swedish  (the modal verb mike)  accordingly  indicate  that  the 
correlation between a negation with head features and nC is not as ro-
bust and direct as suggested in Zeijlstra (2004) and subsequent works, an 
assumption that is often repeated. rather, is seems that a weak head-like 
negation  may  linger  in  non-nC-languages  for  substantial  periods  of 
time, such a typological state not necessarily leading to the development 
of  nC.  this  observation  is  of  relevance  for  the  understanding  of  Jes-
persen’s Cycle (cf. the discussion in Breitbarth 2013) and for the typo-
logical  categorization  proposed  by  Biberauer  &  Zeijlstra  (2012),  who 
 suggest that swedish is a language of the negation-doubling type: both  
n-words and  the negation are  semantically negative  in swedish. While 
this is true for standard swedish, it is argued in this paper that there are 
also varieties of swedish that resemble Germanic nC-varieties such as 
Afrikaans etc.

5  Possible diachronic explanations for the 
occurence of nC in the four varieties of swedish

the geographical distribution of the four varieties of swedish that are the 
topic of this paper is discontinous (see map 1 above). nC is attested in 
the west of sweden (Övdalian) as well as in three eastern varieties, two of 
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them  spoken  in  Finland  and  one  in  estonia.  there  are  three  possible 
 diachronic explanations for this distribution which are discussed in this 
section. nC in the respective  language varieties must either be seen as 
archaisms, innovations, or as results of language contact.

5.1  the archaism-hypothesis
the four swedish nC-varieties are spoken in the periphery of the swed-
ish  language area, and this may  indicate  that nC is an archaic  feature, 
having been ousted from the central area (stockholm with surroundings) 
by later innovations. Another argument for the archaism-hypothesis is 
that the nC-varieties are archaic (in comparison with modern swedish) 
also  in other aspects. they have kept  three genders,  the verbs are  still 
inflected  for  person  and/or  number  and  so  forth  –  indications  that 
 Övdalian and the three eastern varieties branched off from swedish dur-
ing the Middle Ages (cf. the discussion in section 2 above). 
  A serious problem for this hypothesis is of course the lack of nC in 
old swedish. neither does nC occur frequently in earlier stages of nor-
dic  (cf.  eythorssón  2002,  van  Gelderen  2008,  Anderwald  2005:131ff, 
kusmenko 2011:66ff, Brandtler & Håkansson 2014). the few old norse 
examples  that  remind  of  nC  (all  to  be  found  in  poetry)  furthermore 
seem to be qualitatively different. the double negations in clauses such 
as (16), with né and a negative particle or affix -að or at, are quite dis-
similar from the linguistic realization of nC in for example Övdalian.

(16)   ef Gunnar né komrað. (Atlaqviða 11)
 if Gunnar not comesnot
 ‘if Gunnar does not come.’

According to Haugen (1986:158), the negator né “had probably disap-
peared in speech before 700”, and the negating at/að-suffix is only found 
in a singular runic inscription in sweden – on the karlevi stone on Öland 
(from about 1 000 AD), in a skaldic verse (Haugen 1986:161; cf. also kus-
menko 2002:103, eythórsson 2002:195). so, even  if  there are a  few in-
stances of nC in old norse, it seems that the negation eigi replaced the 
older negating affixes and particles well before Övdalian and the eastern 
varieties branched off from swedish. 
  Another  fact  that  strenghtens  the  view  that  nC  was  uncommon  in 
old norse is that nC is more frequent in the dialects of southern eng-
land than in the north (Anderwald 2005:127, 130–134). in the north of 
england, 13,7 % of negated clauses also display nC, but in the southeast 
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the percentage is 46,7 %. According to Anderwald (2005), the reason for 
this difference is language contact:

in a language contact situation where in old english as well as in Middle 
english the traditional negator ne was already unstable, it is therefore not 
surprising that intensive language contact in the north of england with 
an ni or v-ni language [a language without nC] like old norse should 
have promoted the demise of preverbal ne, and supported the use of the 
new negator not with an any-form instead. (Anderwald 2005:133)

A third, a final, reason for assuming that nC was not a productive part 
of  old  norse  grammar,  is  an  interesting  section  of  víga-Glum’s  saga. 
this saga was written in the first half of the 13th century, but the events 
take place about 200 years earlier; the main character, víga-Glum, passes 
as an old man in AD 1 003 (ohlmarks 1964:11). in the saga (chapter 25), 
víga-Glum is suspected for having slayed an enemy, and he is required to 
testify that he is innocent. He complies by uttering an oath, the core of 
which is quoted in (17).

(17)   eg vark at þar og vák at þar og rauðk at þar odd og egg
  I wasnot not there and killednot not there and stainednot not there 

point and edge 
  ‘i wasn’t not there, and killedn’t not there, and stainedn’t not there point 

and edge.’

the three instances of -k in (17) is a cliticized version of the old norse 
negation ekki, while the three at correspond to the old norse negative 
-að or at (see above). Glum accordingly uses three double negations in 
his oath. interestingly, the wording of the oath is discussed in the saga, 
and when it is relayed to thorvard, a wise man, he concludes that Glum 
has been wily, and proclaims that there is only one way to interpret the 
oath:

i have known men who have declared themselves to have slain others, but 
i have never known a case of a man swearing explicitly that he was guilty, 
as Glum did. How could he say more than he did when he declared that 
he was there at the doing of the deed, that he took part in the death, and 
that he reddened point and edge […] (icelandic saga Database)

Alving (1945:151), ohlmarks (1964:223) and Jóhannesson et al. (2014:394) 
provide swedish translations of the oath. While ohlmarks paraphrases 
the  section,  Alving  and  Jóhannesson  et  al.  both  use  double  negations, 
albeit in separate clauses – corresponding to It was not the case that I did 
not… As for the present discussion, it seems clear that víga-Glum could 
probably not have utilized this kind of linguistic trickery if nC had been 
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a productive part of grammar at this time. in that case, his oath would 
have been ambiguous, but thorvard’s interpretation of it is unquestion-
able, as is evident by the following events in the saga; Glum is once again 
called to court, where he finally confesses. 
  north Germanic  seems  to differ  from West Germanic when  it  con-
cerns  nC.  Hoeksema  (1997)  discusses  the  loss  of  nC  in  old  Dutch, 
Langer (2001) describes the loss of nC in High German, ingham (2006) 
and trudgill (2009) accounts for the same phenomenon in old english, 
and, as was mentioned above, Breitbarth (2013) accounts for the devel-
opment and eventual loss of nC in Low German. interestingly, the loss 
of  nC  in  all  of  these  varieties  seems  to  be  caused  by  standardization 
 initiated by prescriptive grammarians.

the disappearance of optional  clitic negation appears  to be part of  the 
process  of  standardization  which  leads  to  modern  standard  Dutch. 
 Flanders, which at  that point  is politically detached  from the northern 
netherlands, is not subject to the standardization process. Many archaic 
features of Dutch, such as verb projection raising and clitic negation re-
main present in Flemish dialects and are only now being pushed out of 
the system by the pressure of standardization. (Hoeksema 1997:141) 

[...]  despite  a  decrease  in  the  use  of  polynegation  as  a  marker  for  em-
phatic negation in general writing (cf. Pensel 1976), the grammarians did 
discuss  the  construction  and,  in  all  cases  until  the  eighteenth  century, 
polynegation was a legitimate, sometimes even positive (zierlich, Girbert 
1653) rule of German which stood in contrast to Latin in that two nega-
tive words did not cancel each other out. this view had changed, how-
ever, by the mid-eighteenth century, when polynegation was negatively 
stigmatized as a redundant construction, violating the general rationalist 
view that language should be as precise as possible, and avoid all that is 
not strictly necessary (cf. Blackall 1966). (Langer 2001:167) 

However, as a broad generalisation it seems reasonable to believe that the 
loss of the ne sentential negator may indeed have had repercussions on 
the expression of negation in english, in terms of favouring nPis rather 
than nC, at least in the educated register of english transmitted to us by 
the textual record. (ingham 2006:94) 

this [nC] is certainly only vernacular, but it is difficult to argue for it as 
a vernacular universal when in fact it is confined to the vernaculars simply 
because  it  has  been  lost  in  standard  english  –  because  of  a  linguistic 
change that took place in (pre-)standard english. (trudgill 2009:307) 

nC is still in use in several West Germanic vernaculars and dialects, such 
as  Bavarian  (Weiß  2002)  and  numerous  english  dialects  (Anderwald 



158  Henrik Rosenkvist

2005),  but  not  in  any  of  the  West  Germanic  traditional  standard  lan-
guages. nC in non-standardized West Germanic must hence be consid-
ered archaisms – in the West Germanic area, nC survived in those varie-
ties that were not affected by linguistic purification processes instigated 
by normative grammarians and scribes in the service of a growing central 
bureaucracy. 
  However, the presence of nC in estonian swedish etc. cannot be ex-
plained as archaisms, considering  the  facts  that have been discussed  in 
this section. 

5.2  the innovation-hypothesis
A second possibility is that nC in the four language varieties should be 
seen as  innovations. Given the geographic distribution,  the  innovation 
hypothesis would demand at least two separate acts of innovation, since 
it is quite improbable that an innovation in estonian swedish or in any 
of the Fenno-swedish varieties would spread to Övdalian, or vice versa, 
whereas a spread within the eastern swedish linguistic area is far from 
unlikely. Accordingly, it is necessary to postulate one innovation in the 
east (in either southern ostrobothnian, nylandic or estonian swedish) 
and one in the west (in Övdalian). the necessity to assume two parallel, 
and probably more or less simultaneous, innovations weakens the inno-
vation hypothesis, since it is far from obvious that similar linguistic pre-
requisites can be attested in Övdalian and in the eastern varieties. 
  A  methodological  problem  is  of  course  that  no  historical  texts  are 
available. As for Övdalian, the earliest text is from 1622 (Prytz 1622), and 
there are also a few occasional studies such as näsman (1733), but these 
works are short and do not yield any clues regarding nC. From the latter 
half of the 19th century, there are more comprehensive studies of Övdal-
ian, but at that time nC is already an integrated part of Övdalian gram-
mar. the  situation  is  similar  concerning  the eastern  language varieties: 
when they are documented, nC is present, and no emerging stages can 
be attested.
  Accordingly,  it  is  not  really  possible  to  investigate  the  innovation 
 hypothesis properly. Due to the lack of diachronic data, we are not able 
to neither reject nor confirm the assumption that nC developed sponta-
neously in the four language varieties, or even to claim that such a devel-
opment is probable, or improbable. Abstaining from further speculation, 
i  therefore  turn  to  the  third alternative –  that nC arose as  a  result of 
language contact.
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5.3  the contact-hypothesis
sollid (2006) discusses the sappen-dialect in northern norway, and sug-
gests that there are some linguistic features in this variety of norwegian 
that has been developed  through  language  contact with  the kven  lan-
guage (kven is a minority language in norway since 2005). one of the 
features is nC; one of sollid’s examples is provided in (18).

(18)   eg hadde ikke aldri hørt om det. (sappen-norwegian)
 I had not never heard about it
  ‘i had never heard about it.’

As for nC in Övdalian and the eastern varieties, it is worth noting that 
they have  for  long been spoken  in areas adjacent  to Fenno-Ugric  lan-
guages: Finnish in Finland, estonian in estonia, and – possibly – saami 
in Dalecarlia. there were reindeer-herding saami in the Dalecarlian for-
ests until the beginning of the 19th century (svanberg 1981, skielta 2012), 
and it is therefore quite plausible that speakers of Övdalian were in con-
tact with speakers of (some variety of) saami for centuries.
  Finnish, saami and estonian express standard negation through a ne-
gating verb, as many Uralic languages do (cf. Miestamo 2011, Miestamo 
et al  forthcoming).  interestingly,  there are  linguistic  structures  in both 
saami (19) and estonian (20) that may have caused Övdalian and esto-
nian swedish to develop nC (cf. van Gelderen 2008:212ff for a syntactic 
analysis of negations in saami and Finnish).15 

(19)     in        leat goassige duod–as jurddaš-an dan. (northern saami)16

   NEG.1SG be   ever   really thinkPTC it.ACC
    ‘i have never really thought about it.’

in (19), goassige may be seen as an negative polarity item, and an untrained 
speaker may interpret it as meaning ‘never’. in that case, goassige acts an 
extra negation (in addition to the negating verb in), and from such an anal-
ysis it would follow that saami is an nC-language. However, goassige also 
occur in regular declarative clauses and does not require a negative context. 
the relevant point is that clauses such as the one in (19) may have given 
Övdalians  that did not have a good command of saami an  illusion  that 
saami has nC, and inspired them to introduce nC in Övdalian.17

  15  i  thank Marit  Julien  (p.c.)  for northern saami examples, glossings and translations, 
and eva-Liina Asu-Garcia (p.c.) for estonian examples and translations.
  16  van  Gelderen  (2008:212)  glosses  goassige  as  ‘never’,  but  according  to  Marit  Julien  
(p.c.), goassige is not interpreted as negative when it occurs in non-negative contexts.
  17  in Dalecarlia, southern saami was used. Due to the paucity of speakers and the scar-
city of data, it has not been possible to utilize southern saami examples, however.
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  in estonian, there are also conspicuous structures that may give rise to 
nC in contact languages (20).

(20)   a.  ta ei taha midagi. (estonian)
  s/he not want something
  ‘s/he does not want something.’

  b.  ta ei taha mitte midagi. (estonian)
  s/he not want not something
   ‘s/he does not want something.’

in  estonian,  the  negating  verb  ei  “has  lost  all  inflectional  marking” 
 (Miestamo 2011:90), and mitte is a negative adverb that optionally rein-
forces the negation (eva-Liina Asu-Garcia, p.c.). the non-inflecting verb 
ei is almost identical with the swedish negating adverb ej, and may have 
been interpreted as a negative adverb by the speakers of estonian swed-
ish. Unlike  the saami  goassige, mitte  requires  a negative  context  –  the 
example in (20b) hence is an instance of nC.
  the resemblance between estonian swedish mike (see the discussion 
in section 4) and estonian mitte is furthermore intriguing, and it cannot 
be ruled out that there is a direct relation between these two negative ele-
ments, considering that there is no element like mike in any other variety 
of  scandinavian.  the  gradual  development  of  mike  must  have  been 
 facilitated  by  the  existence  of  a  phonetically  and  semantically  similar 
 element  in  the  geographically  closest  linguistic  neighbor  to  estonian 
swedish, i.e. estonian.
  When discussing the contact-hypothesis, it is important to point out 
that  the  linguistic  setting  in  northern  norway  differs  from  Älvdalen, 
 Österbotten, nyland and western estonia – in northern norway, there 
has been a language shift from kven to norwegian, and nC may hence 
be seen as a transfer from kven. in the other areas, no similar shifts have 
occurred.18 

6  summary and conclusions
the syntax of negation has been a relatively popular research topic for 
linguists ever since Jespersen (1917), but the scandinavian languages have 
not been as  thoroughly explored as German, english and other West-
Germanic  languages. one of  the  features  relating  to swedish negation 

  18  i thank one of the anonymous reviewers for making this circumstance clear to me.
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that has been relatively unknown is negative concord (nC). in this paper 
i have provided a description of nC in four varieties of swedish. it has 
been  demonstrated  that  nC  can  be  attested  in  Övdalian,  nylandic, 
southern ostrobothnian and estonian swedish, and that there are inter-
esting syntactic similarities: negations must precede n-words, and nC is 
optional. Following Giannakidou (2006), all of the discussed varieties of 
swedish are to be seen as non-strict nC-languages. 
  Considering that nC has been assumed to be absent from all scandi-
navian languages and dialects (Haugen 1986:157), research inspired by the 
new data may improve our understanding of the historical development 
of nC, and  lead to a better  insight  into  the syntactic prerequisites  for 
nC and a clearer view of the syntax of nC in general. For example, the 
presence of nC in both western and eastern varieties of swedish raises 
questions about the necessary conditions for nC to appear, in particular 
since nC is not attested in old swedish. Furthermore, the syntactic and 
semantic features of the estonian swedish modal verb mike do not seem 
to correlate with the assumption that head status of the negation coin-
cides with nC, as proposed by Zeiljstra (2004) and subsequent analyses 
of nC (van Gelderen 2008, Brandtler & Håkansson 2014 etc.). these are 
just some of the issues that require further investigation.
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