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1 Introduction 

1.1 Negation as a topic and the aim of this dissertation 

Negat ion h as b een studied a t  m any levels of l inguist ic analysis.  I t  h as 

been d iscussed on t he m orphological, syntact ic, sem ant ic and p ragm at ic 

levels ( Haegem an 1 995:  xi) , and is associated with a  n um ber of related 

lexical and p honet ic issues. I t  can b e looked a t  b oth synchronically and 

diachronically . 

 

The scope of t his d issertat ion i s r est r icted t o sentent ial n egat ion in t he 

history of G erm an, fr om  t he em ergence of the earliest  t exts u nt il 1 350. 

Reasons f or t his choice o f cut -off p oint  will be p resented in sect ion 3 . 

ÒSentent ial n egat ionÓ is t he n egat ion of a  whole c lause or statem ent . This 

m ust  b e d ist inguished fr om  Òconst ituent  n egat ionÓ where only one o f i t s 

const ituents i s n egated ( Behaghel 1 923:  6 7) , as in Òthis coat  i s n ot  r ed, it  

is orangeÓ. This m ay be d ifferent iated again fr om  t he u se of Ònegat ive 

indefinitesÓ such as niemand,  nichts,  nie,  which a re a rguably n ot  negators 

at  a ll,  especially i n l anguages ( like Old High Germ an)  exhibit ing Negat ive 

Concord, which will b e d iscussed later ( sect ion 3 .1, and see e.g. Z eij lst ra 

2004:  1 91-241) . 

 

The m ain f ocus o f t he d issertat ion i s on t he synchronic analysis of a  

corpus o f n egat ive clauses d rawn fr om  t exts of t his p eriod. The 

com posit ion of t his corpus i s discussed in sect ion 2 . I n analysing t his 

corpus m y a im  i s t o exam ine pat terns in t he v ariat ion o f f orm s f ound in 

this period and t o d iscuss t heir  t heoret ical im plicat ions fo r  t he d iachronic 
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changes t hat  h ave t aken p lace. The t radit ional l iterature on t he subject  

has so fa r concluded t hat  m uch o f t his v ar iat ion i s fr ee, i.e. r andom , and 

accounts of pat terns i n t he p reference of one f orm  over another have 

been l im ited and p r im arily b ased on p ossible l exical and sem ant ic 

infl uences ( e.g. Behaghel 1 923, Paul 1 975) . I t  i s m y v iew t hat  i t  i s less 

random  t han p reviously t hought . 

 

This d issertat ion will be split  i nto fi ve sect ions. This int roductory sect ion 

will a lso look at  l inguist ic t heories influencing t he analysis o f n egat ion. I n 

the second sect ion I  will discuss t he m ethodology u sed t o assem ble m y 

corpus. The t hird sect ion will p resent  a  b r ief o verview of the accepted 

history of sentent ial n egat ion in Germ an, and sect ion 4  will d iscuss t he 

analysis of t he corpus and o f a ccounts of v ar iat ion in t he t ransit ional 

period g iven in t he l it erature and t he t heoret ical im plicat ions of t his 

analysis fo r  t he d evelopm ent  of n egat ion in Germ an. I n t he fi nal sect ion a  

sum m ary o f t he k ey f indings will b e p resented and, i nsofa r as i s p ossible, 

conclusions will b e d rawn. 

 

1.2 Typology and negation 

Negat ion h as d eveloped in a  p arallel fashion in v ar ious languages, 

including Germ an, English and French. I n all t hese languages t he o r iginal 

m arker  o f sentent ial negat ion cam e t o b e st rengthened by another i t em , 

which was t hen r eanalysed as t he m arker  o f s entent ial n egat ion i tself,  

with t he o r iginal m arker d isappearing. I n m any languages t he shift  h as 

been fr om  a  b asically preverbal m arker t o a  b asically p ostverbal one, 

although n ot  a lways:  in Greek and Lat in t he ent ire cycle h appened 
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preverbally. Jespersen ( 1917)  was t he fi rst  t o f orm alise t his r ecognit ion, 

present ing i t  in t erm s o f a  cycle whereby n egat ion r epeatedly shift s fr om  

one posit ion t o t he other over t im e. Modern English, where t he negat ive 

part icle i s arguably p r im arily p reverbal, i s an exam ple of a  language t hat  

has com e fu ll circle. This cycle h as a lso b een observed in l ess well- studied 

languages such as Arabic and Berber (e.g. Lucas 2 007) . The v ariety of 

languages in which t his change appears t o have h appened independent ly 

suggests that  t here a re language- internal r easons f or i t s occurrence, as i t  

cannot  b e explained b y m utual i nfl uence and st ructural b orrowing. 

 

Later t ypological work, such as that  of G reenberg (1966) , p osit ing 

tentat ive observat ional u niversals, observed t hat  JespersenÕs fi nding 

correlated well with var ious other  l inguist ic v ar iables such as t he p osit ions 

of t he subject ,  t he object  and t he v erb r elat ive t o each other 

(S[ ubject ] O[ bject ] V[ erb] , SVO, VSO etc.) , and t hat  l anguages could b e 

classifi ed according t o t hese p at terns. Dahl (1979)  and Dryer (1988) , on 

the b asis of sam ples of h undreds of l anguages, were able t o m ake v arious 

generalisat ions about  the p osit ion o f n egat ive m arkers, e .g. that  in SVO 

languages t hey m ost  com m only occur  b etween the subject  and t he v erb 

(Dryer  1 988:  9 5) . Although t hey p osited v arious p r inciples t o account  f or 

these t endencies, t heir  conclusions r em ained t entat ive. 

 

Lehm ann (1974:  1 2)  went  fu rther , sim plify ing m ost  t ypological f eatures of 

word order into a  binary opposit ion (VO v s OV)  g overning other posit ional 

propert ies o f l anguages. Vennem ann (1974:  3 47)  stated t his as t he 

Principle o f Natural Serialisat ion:  i n a  ÒconsistentÓ language, operators will 
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either a ll precede or  a ll fo llow t heir  operands. He even m ade t he claim  

that  t his b asic Òset t ingÓ i s causal i n t he m ove fr om  pre-  t o p ostverbal 

negat ion, as a  change in t his p aram eter will cause o ther features of t he 

language t o change in o rder t o r eturn t o a  t ypologically  consistent  state 

( ibid.:  370) . These v iews r em ained cont roversial d ue t o t he large n um ber 

of l anguages t hat  d id not  fi t  t he p at tern, and w ere n ot  widely accepted 

(see e .g. Dahl 1 979:  91) . 

 

I t  i s n ot  t he a im  o f t his d issertat ion t o exam ine t he a rgum ents for and 

against  t ypological t heor ies in d etail.  For our p urposes i t  i s suffi cient  t o 

recognise t hat  t he d iachronic study of n egat ion h as l ong b een b ound u p 

with t heories o f t ypology in language change. I t  r em ains t o b e seen 

whether a  t ypological explanat ion is m ost  appropriate fo r  t he change(s)  

that  t ook place in Germ an. 
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2 Methodology 

2.1 The methods of this study 

The study i s b ased on a  corpus of n egated clauses collected fr om  t he t exts 

available in t he Bibliotheca Augustana Germ anica. This i s a  fr ee online 

resource, p rovided b y t he Universit y of Augsburg, which p resents a  

select ion of t exts f rom  t he h istory o f t he Germ an language. Due t o 

pract ical const raints,  the corpus h as b een l im ited to those n egat ive 

clauses found in t he fi rst  500 l ines of each authorÕs output . This also h elps 

to r educe the chances o f a  p art icular  t ext  or  author exert ing a  

disproport ionate influence on t he r esult s. Where m ult iple t exts are 

available b y the sam e author , t hey h ave b een u sed in chronological order 

if m ore than one was needed. 

 

I n m y int roduct ion I  stated t hat  t his d issertat ion would focus on sentent ial 

negat ion only.  For t he sake of sim plicity and safety, I  h ave only i ncluded 

clauses t hat  d o n ot  i nclude a  n egat ive indefinite ( refl exes o f niemand,  nie,  

kein,  nirgendwo et c.) ;  t he corpus thus consist s solely o f c lauses that  a re 

negated b y ni/en/ne alone, b y niht a lone or b y b oth in com binat ion. 

 

The p eriod I  am  invest igat ing spans seven centur ies, and a  synchronic 

analysis of t he whole is t herefo re h ardly representat ive o f a ny point  i n 

t im e. However, m y analysis is p r im arily r elat ive in f ocus, d iscussing and 

com paring the occurrence of certain fo rm s within v ar ious subsets of t he 

data t o g ive a  r ough picture of t endencies over t he whole t ransit ional 

period. I f we assum e that  t he g eneral direct ion of change i s constant ly ni 
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>  en . . .  niht >  niht over t his p eriod, a  safe assum pt ion t o m ake (see 

sect ion 3) , i t  i s reasonable t o state t hat  certain subsets of t he d ata a re 

m ore o r l ess advanced a long t his p athway than o thers b ased on the 

fi gures obtained fr om  a  com parat ive synchronic analysis.  However, I  h ave 

provided d ata d iv ided into centur ies in order t o illust rate t his overall 

progression. A t able l ist ing the 47 t exts u sed, t heir  d ate of com posit ion 

and r egion of or igin and t he n um ber o f c lauses t hey cont r ibute to t he 

corpus i s p rovided in Appendix 1. 

 

2.2 Problems of corpus research in OHG and MHG texts 

The study o f t he h istory o f t he Germ an language t hrough corpus research 

poses a  n um ber o f p roblem s t hat  a re d iffi cult  o r  im possible to overcom e. I  

will b r iefl y  out line t he m ost  signifi cant  of t hese, a long with t he m easures I  

have t aken to a lleviate t hem  where p ossible. 

 

2.2.1 Medium 

Unlike in t he m odern period, t he only r ecords we h ave of G erm an b efore 

1350 a re in writ t en f orm . I t  i s t herefo re im possible t o study t he pat terns 

that  were p resent  i n t he spoken language, which i s u sually considered t o 

be p r im ary (Keller 1 978:  17) . This i s l ikely to b e l ess of an i ssue in o lder 

texts, before a  t radit ion of lit eracy and t he associated l inguist ic 

conservat ism  h ad em erged. These older t exts a re likely t o b e closer  i n 

fo rm  to speech. Later  MHG t exts, h owever,  a re influenced b y exist ing 

orthographic and stylist ic t radit ions, even when t hese m ay n o l onger 

accurately r epresent  the spoken language. I n addit ion, writ t en t exts,  b y 

their  n ature, t end t o be m ore considered and exhibit  d iffe rent  pat terns of 
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sentence st ructure;  f or exam ple, h ypotact ic, co-ordinated sentences a re 

m ore com m on in writ ing, as opposed t o t he p aratact ic st ructures m ore 

com m only f ound in speech. For t he p urposes of t he current  study, 

therefo re, any conclusions will b e l im ited t o writ t en Germ an. Nevertheless, 

it  can b e assum ed with a  r easonable d egree o f confidence t hat  t he t rends 

observed in writ t en Germ an are f ollowing d evelopm ents t hat  h ad a lready 

taken p lace in t he spoken language. 

 

The versions of t exts now available t o u s a re o ft en n ot  t he o r iginals b ut  

copies b y scr ibes, and in m any cases a  whole t eam  of scr ibes worked on a  

single copy (Young/ Gloning 2 004:  4 6) . Because n o single system  o f 

orthography h ad b een established in t he p eriod in q uest ion, considerable 

alterat ions were m ade in t ranscript ion. As well as wide d ialectal var iat ion, 

diffe rent  h ouse styles existed, and individual scr ibes oft en h ad t heir  own 

preferences ( Keller 1 978:  2 44) . These problem s are clearly illust rated in 

texts such as Iwein,  where m ult iple m anuscripts exist ,  writ t en using very 

diffe rent  orthographic convent ions. Som et im es t hese diffe rences a re 

visible even within a  single m anuscript . This p roblem  is im possible t o 

avoid, b ut  can b e t aken into account ;  one scr ibeÕs niht m ay well r epresent  

the sam e spoken word as anotherÕs nicht or nit.   

 

2.2.2 Text selection and genre 

When studying t he earliest  r ecorded periods of t he Germ an language, we 

do n ot  h ave t he luxury o f b eing able t o select  fr om  a  wide r ange of t exts.  

Oft en only one or t wo t exts surv ive fr om  t he earliest  centur ies. 
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Furtherm ore, t hese t exts a re quite h om ogeneous in n ature, m ost ly v erse 

rather t han p rose and sacred r ather t han secular (Keller 1978:  149-50) . 

 

I t  i s g enerally preferable t o u se p rose t exts;  p oet ic/ verse texts a re 

problem at ic b ecause of considerat ions of m et re and r hym e ( Bet ten 1 987:  

4) . Scr ibes and authors m ay h ave fa voured certain fo rm s in certain 

situat ions b ecause of these p rosodic considerat ions. For exam ple, niht was 

a st ressed syllable whereas ne/en was n ot , and t he two occupied diffe rent  

posit ions in t he clause in r elat ion t o other elem ents. Rhym es a re a lso 

found u sing niht t hat  would h ave b een im possible with ne/en.  I n Ulr ich 

von ZatzikhovenÕs Lanzelet,  f or exam ple, we fi nd t he fo llowing ( lines 3 45-

6) :  

 

der junge sprach "des hab ich nît. 

bereitent mich, dêst an der zît ... 

 

This i s clear ly only possible with nît ( niht) , and a t  a  t im e (~ 1200)  when i t  

is b y n o m eans dom inant . A fu rther p roblem  i s a  g eneral t endency 

towards conservat ism  in p oet ic t exts:  i n the Buch von guter Speise,  f or 

exam ple, t he o lder fo rm  en/ne i s only f ound accom panying niht i n t he 

poet ic i nt roduct ion;  in t he p rose b ody of t he t ext ,  niht i s u sed a lone. 

 

The i deal solut ion to these p roblem s would be t o exclude p oet ic t exts fr om  

considerat ion;  h owever, t his would elim inate t he m ajor ity of a vailable 

early Germ an t exts. The only v iable p rospect  i s t herefore t o include such 
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texts b ut  t o watch f or  t he p ossibilit y t hat  sentence const ruct ion i s 

conservat ive o r  h as b een influenced b y m et re or r hym e. 

 

2.2.3 Edition 

The l anguage in m any m odern edit ions of Middle High Germ an t exts h as 

been n orm alised. This n orm alisat ion i s n ot  r est r icted t o o rthography;  i t  

also a ff ects m orphology and even syntax. This i s l argely d ue to Karl 

Lachm ann and h is f ollowers, who d eveloped a  standard language b ased 

on t he works of a  f ew w r iters of the period on t he assum pt ion that  t here 

existed a  ÒDichterspracheÓ which h as b een obscured in t ranscript ion 

(Young/ Gloning 2 004:  1 14-9) . One o f t he t hings t his a ff ects i s t he 

expression of n egat ion:  Leitzm ann, f or exam ple, i n h is edit ion of 

Hartm annÕs Erec,  chose t o include t he p reverbal en/ne in a ll cases 

(Lehm ann 1 978:  1 02) . Regardless of whether t he Dichtersprache t hese 

editors were t rying t o create actually  ex isted, i t  p resents corpus 

researchers with a  p roblem  b y confr ont ing us with t exts t hat  a re one step 

fu rther rem oved f rom  t he or iginals. For  t he p resent  study, seeking 

pat terns, i t  i s p ar t icular ly p roblem at ic b ecause o f t he p ossibilit y of 

circular it y. Norm alised t exts h ave b een a ltered t o conform  to the 

st ipulat ions of a  standardised MHG g ram m ar w hich i s i t self b ased on 

em pir ical analysis, and t his h as p robably m ade certain p at terns m ore 

pronounced while concealing others. 

 

The editors of O ld High Germ an h ave g enerally a lso b een select ive:  the 

or iginal m anuscripts of O HG t exts d id n ot  u sually  i nclude spaces between 

words (Saenger 1 997:  9 ) , b ut  m odern edit ions d o so f or convenience of 
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reading. This is l ess p roblem at ic t han n orm alised MHG edit ions, but  can 

st ill b e m isleading;  f or exam ple, i t  creates the (possibly fa lse)  im pression 

that  OHG ni was an independent  word o r  a t  l east  a  clit ic r ather t han an 

affi x ( see sect ion 3.1 fo r d iscussion) . 

 

Where t he Bibliotheca p resents m ore t han one version of a  t ext , direct  

t ranscript ions of m anuscripts h ave b een u sed in p reference to n orm alised 

edit ions. I n a ll o ther cases it  h as b een considered a  n ecessary evil,  as t he 

scope of t his d issertat ion m akes fu r ther  select iv ity  d iff icult  t o achieve. 

 

2.2.4 Language contact 

The court ly  t radit ion of M HG chivalr ic t exts b orrows h eavily  fr om  French, 

and t o a  lesser extent  Dutch. This i s t rue of syntax as well as t he lexis, 

and i s p art icular ly r elevant  b ecause a p arallel change was occurr ing in 

negat ion in French. Texts t hat  a re d irect  t ranslat ions, such as t he 

Rolandslied,  fr om  the French Chanson de Roland v ia Lat in, a re l ikely t o be 

m ore suscept ible t o t his i nfl uence. For exam ple, p ostnom inal adject ives 

are f ound in t he Rolandslied i nstead of t he p renom inal adject ives n orm ally 

found in Germ an:  er was ein helt lobesam Òhe was a  p raiseworthy h eroÓ 

and er was ein helt guote Òhe was a  g ood heroÓ ( lines 120, 1 24) . Although 

it  i s l ikely that  t his was u sed f or stylist ic reasons and d oes n ot  r epresent  a  

widespread p opular d evelopm ent , i t  is st ill st ructural borrowing f rom  

French, where adject ives m ost  o ft en fo llow the n oun t hey m odify. 

Classical Lat in i t self, i n w hich n egat ion was p reverbal, i s a lso a  p ossible 

conservat ive influence, especially i n academ ic and ecclesiast ical t exts.  

Contact  can t hus inter fere with t he expression of n egat ion in t wo ways:  
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Lat in m ay h ave a conservat ive influence, and Old French h as t he potent ial 

to cause either conservat ism  o r p rogression, a lthough t he change t o 

bipart it e n egat ion t hat  t ook p lace in French occurs later t han in Germ an 

and so conservat ism  i s m ore l ikely. 

 

As with t he p roblem  of g enre, l anguage contact  can and m ust  b e taken 

into account  when analysing t he corpus. 
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3 An overview of sentential negation in German 

3.1 Old High German 

I n early OHG t exts, such as t he Hildebrandslied,  sentent ial n egat ion i s 

always m arked b y a  clit ic p art icle, ni ( JŠger 2 005:  2 27) . I n other  

Germ anic languages, there a re exam ples o f clauses where t he cognate 

part icle i s clause- init ial and separate fr om  the v erb, e .g. i n Old English:  

 

1)  Nō hē wiht fram mē flōdyþum feor fleotan meahte 

 NEG he thing fr om  m e waves-DAT-PL fa r swim  could 

 ÒHe could n ot  swim  v ery f ar a t  a ll away fr om  m e on t he wavesÓ 

 (Beowulf,  ~ 750 AD, l ines 5 41-543;  Klaeber 1 922)  

 

And in Gothic:  

 

2)  ni bi allans izwis qiþa 

 NEG to all you-GEN speak 

 ÒI  d o n ot  speak t o a ll of y ouÓ 

 (Wu lfi laÕs Bible, ~ 348-383 AD, John 1 3: 18;  St reitberg 1919)  

 

Since the change f rom  independent  i t em  to clit ic i s fa r m ore com m on 

cross- linguist ically t han v ice versa (Hopper &  Traugot t  1 993) , t hese 

exam ples suggest  t hat  t he p art icle was n ot  yet  a clit ic i n Proto-Germ anic;  

however, t here a re n o such a t testat ions in OHG, and i t  can t herefo re b e 

unam biguously categorised as a  clit ic. 
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This p art icle i s u sed i n a ll i nstances of n egat ion, sentent ial or n on-

sentent ial, and even when accom panying a n egat ive indefinite such as 

nohhein ( equivalent  t o m odern Germ an kein)  or nîoman (niemand) . I n 

this r espect  Germ an was a  language exhibit ing Negat ive Concord (JŠger 

2006:  4 1) . For sentent ial n egat ion ni i s u sed a lone, a lthough i t  i s 

som et im es accom panied b y an i t em  such as uuiht Òa sm all, 

inconsequent ial thingÓ, cognate with English ÒwhitÓ and ÒwightÓ (OED) . 

Niuuiht i s a lso increasingly f ound in t his fu nct ion, and r epresents the 

result  of a  process of univerbat ion:  i t  d er ives fr om  ni +  io +  uuiht ( Ònot  +  

ever +  t hingÓ) . An early exam ple of t his,  fr om  t he Wessobrunner Gebet 

(~ 790) ,  l ine 6 :  

 

3)  Do dar niuuiht  ni uuas enteo ni uuenteo 

 When there NEG-ever- thing NEG was end NEG lim it s 

 ÒWhen t here was (nothing,)  n o ending and no l im itsÓ 

 

The (ni)uuiht i tem  fo llowed t he sam e syntact ic p at tern as m odern Germ an 

nicht i n t erm s o f where i t  could appear in t he clause, a lthough i t  i s n ever 

at tested as b eing u sed a lone t o m ark sentent ial n egat ion in t he earliest  

texts;  i t  a lways co-occurs with ni.  I t s r ole i s t hought  t o h ave been 

pr im arily  Òst rengtheningÓ (Lockwood 1968:  207) , adding em phasis t o t he 

negat ion of t he clause as a  n egat ive p olar it y i tem , a lthough in t he v ery 

earliest  t exts i t  is only u sed with t ransit ive verbs and can t herefore b e 

viewed as an a rgum ent  o f the verb. Unt il as late as ENHG i t  can also b e 

used in t he sense of m odern Germ an nichts (ÒnothingÓ) , and, as in 

exam ple 3 , t here i s often am biguity.  The situat ion in m ost  o f t he OHG 
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per iod t hus corresponds t o Stage I  o f JespersenÕs Cycle (Jespersen 1 917:  

4) . 

 

I n a ll OHG t exts, t he co-occurrence o f ni and niuuiht i s d efinitely t he 

except ion r ather t han t he r ule, with t he r ule b eing ni alone. Other fo rm s, 

such as nalles (<  ni alles) , a re a lso fo und ( Behaghel 1 923:  7 0) , but  t his i s 

generally u sed in specifi c contexts t o m ean Òbut  n ot , and n ot , n ot  a t  a llÓ 

(SchŸtzeichel 1 995:  2 201) . Other Òst rengthenersÓ such as drof can b e 

found in t he sam e role as (ni)uuiht,  b ut  r arely:  drof was only u sed 

occasionally , and only in t he writ ings of Ot fr id ( Lockwood 1 968:  208) . 

 

Towards the end of the OHG p eriod, i n t he writ ings o f N otker,  t he 

presence o f t he em phat ic nieht (<  niuuiht)  is n ot iceably m ore com m on. 

Furtherm ore, i t  i s u sed in contexts where i t  w ould h ave b een im possible 

earlier, such as with i nt ransit ive v erbs where t he uuiht elem ent  cannot  

possibly h ave r etained i ts o r iginal sem ant ic v alue. One exam ple f rom  t he 

11th- century Memento mori:  

 

4)  ir ne mugen  is niewit uber werden 

 you NEG can  it  NEG over  becom e 

Òyou cannot  escape i tÓ 

 

I n such contexts i t  i s no l onger an a rgum ent  o f the verb, b ut  i s a n egat ive 

polar it y i t em  or ( increasingly)  an u nm arked n egator. This indicates t hat  i t s 

reanalysis and g ram m at icalisat ion were com plete. 

                                       
1 I n JŠger 2006:  62. 
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At  t he sam e t im e, ni has b ecom e ne,  indicat ing a  p honet ic weakening, 

perhaps t o schwa ( Lockwood 1 968:  2 07) .  Furtherm ore, t his part icle n o 

longer occurs as an independent  word;  i nstead i t  i s g enerally f ound as a  

verbal p roclit ic i n words l ike neuuâren Òwere n otÓ, nehábet Òhas not / does 

not  h aveÓ. As will b e argued in sect ion 4 , t his clit ic m ay a lso b e analysed 

as an a ffi x ;  i n any case, i t  i s d iffi cult  t o d raw f irm  b oundaries b etween the 

two (Hopper/ Traugot t  1 993:  7 ) .  This apparent  d ifference b etween p eriods, 

however, m ay b e p art ly d ue t o a  d ecision on t he p art  of editors o f O HG 

texts t o include a  spat ium  b etween t he p ar t icle and the verb;  in the 

earliest  m anuscripts, word spacing in g eneral i s o ften u nclear or non-

existent , as r ecognit ion o f sy llables fo r o ral reading was considered m ore 

im portant  t han r ecognit ion of words (Saenger 1 997:  9 ) . 

 

3.2 Middle High German 

The d evelopm ents in l ate OHG fo reshadow what  is t o com e in the MHG 

period. Here ne i s n ot  a lways p resented as an a ffi x . However, i t s 

occurrence as a  standalone p art icle i s v ery rare a fter  1 200. Other com m on 

fo rm s include en and sim ply n,  and t his r ange of f orm s are oft en found as 

enclit ics as well as v erbal p roclit ics, clit icising especially t o t he ends of 

subject  p ronouns ( ichn mag ÒI -NEG canÓ)  and adverbs ( sône var ich ÒSo-

NEG g o I Ó) . As in OHG, t heir  p osit ion in t he clause i s i nvariably d irect ly 

before t he v erb. 

 

The co-occurrence of ne and niht,  b ipart it e negat ion corresponding t o 

Stage I I  of JespersenÕs Cycle (Jespersen 1 917:  4) , i s m ore com m on in 

MHG than in OHG, a lthough JŠger ( 2006:  93)  claim s that  m any t radit ional 
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accounts (e.g. Behaghel 1 923:  7 1)  overstate i t s p revalence. I n m y corpus 

(see sect ion 4)  i t  accounts f or r oughly a  q uarter of a ll n egated clauses. I t s 

m ore fr equent  i ncidence indicates t hat  niht had lost  i t s em phat ic value 

and h ad b ecom e fu lly gram m at icalised as a  negat ive p ar t icle ( Lockwood 

1968:  2 07) . This conclusion i s supported b y t he fa ct  t hat  i n MHG niht and 

its var iants a re f ound bearing n egat ion a lone, i .e. without  en/ ne.  This i s 

at tested as early as Der Ältere Physiologus (~ 1070) :  

 

5)  daz ter fient nihet uerstunde, daz er gotes sun uuare 

 that  the enem y NEG understood that  he GodÕs son was 

 Òthat  t he Devil d id n ot  u nderstand t hat  h e was GodÕs sonÓ 

 

From  h ere it  g radually g ains g round. The u se o f ne a lone t o m ark 

sentent ial n egat ion h ad v ir tually d isappeared b y 1 300 (Dal 1 966:  1 64) ;  i n 

the Mainauer Naturlehre (~ 1300)  only b ipart ite n egat ion and n egat ion 

with niht a lone a re t o be f ound. 

 

3.3 Early New High German and beyond 

By 1350, widely considered t o b e t he start  of t he ENHG p eriod ( e.g. i n 

Young/ Gloning 2 004:  161) , n egat ion with ni(c)ht a lone i s a lm ost  

ubiquitous. Texts such as Das Buch von guter Speise and Meister Albertus’ 

Lehre p reserve only a  fe w instances o f b ipart ite n egat ion and n one ( in m y 

corpus)  without  ni(c)ht.  The Ackermann aus Böhmen (1401)  contains n o 

instances of ne/en at  all ( Valent in 1977) .  During t he 1 6th century, ne/en 

disappeared ent irely except  i n a  few dialects (Ebert  et al.  1 993:  426) . I n 

m odern standard Germ an, sentent ial n egat ion i s a lways m arked by nicht.  
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3.4 The transitional period 

The m ost  i nterest ing period i s t he t ransit ional p eriod between t he v ery 

earliest  t exts (alm ost  exclusively with ni)  and t exts fr om  1 350 onwards 

(alm ost  exclusively with nicht) .  Dur ing t his i nterm ediate p eriod b oth of 

these form s were u sed, as well as t he b ipar t ite f orm . Few a t tem pts h ave 

been m ade t o analyse t he p at terns of u sage fo und during t his p er iod. The 

m ost  n otable of t hese a re f ound in BehaghelÕs Deutsche Syntax ( 1923)  

and PaulÕs Mittelhochdeutsche Grammatik (1975) , b oth of which p resent  a  

num ber of condit ions/ const raints g overning t he cases in which m ore 

conservat ive fo rm s are l ikely t o occur r ather t han ni(c)ht a lone. This 

condit ioning i s p resented as p r im arily  l exical and sem ant ic, i nvolv ing co-

occurrence with certain v erbs and clauses carrying certain m eanings. Both 

accounts, h owever,  concede t hat  t he v ariat ion f ound in t exts o f t he 

t ransit ional p er iod i s t o a  large extent  fr ee. 

 

The im portance of such p at terns i s clear.  I f i t  can b e established in w hich 

contexts t he bipart it e const ruct ion init ially b ecam e gram m at icalised and in 

which contexts conservat ism  was m ore l ikely, t his will p rovide evidence 

fo r t heories of t he cause o f t he change that  m ay com pete with t he g eneral 

and u nsat isfy ing concept  of t ypological consistency o r  Òdrift Ó ( e.g. 

Vennem ann 1974)  as a m ot ivat ing factor in i t self. 
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4 Analysis of the variation in the transitional period 

4.1 Introduction 

As m ent ioned i n t he p revious sect ion, t radit ional accounts ( e.g. Paul 1 975, 

Behaghel 1 923)  h ave presented a  p art  of t he p icture as r egards t he 

variat ion f ound d uring t he t ransit ional p eriod, b oth describing a  ser ies of 

contexts in which m ore conservat ive fo rm s are m ore l ikely t o b e f ound. I  

shall concent rate on som e o f t he m ost  s ignifi cant  o f t hese (4.2 t o 4.6) , 

then consider an exam ple of the opposite t endency:  a  context  i n w hich 

en/ne i s f requent ly  absent  and ni(c)ht alone m ore com m on t han i n t he 

bulk o f t he d ata (4.7) . 

 

The corpus consist s of 7 77 clauses. The t able b elow, d isplaying t he 

dist r ibut ions in each 1 00-year period in m y corpus, g ives a  clear overview 

of t he d evelopm ent  t hrough t he t ransit ional p eriod:  t he p reverbal p art icle 

declines and d isappears as nicht em erges and b ecom es p redom inant , with 

the b ipart it e f orm  enjoying its h ighest  p opular ity a round 1200. 

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

750-850 90.0%  10.0%  0.0%  

850-950 88.2%  11.8%  0.0%  

950-1050 81.5%  18.5%  0.0%  

1050-1150 45.7%  38.3%  16.0%  

1150-1250 10.2%  30.0%  59.8%  

1250-1350 0.9%  13.5%  85.6%  

Overall 16.3% 25.0% 58.7% 
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The overall fi gures in the b ot tom  r ow of t his t able will b e u sed as a  

benchm ark against  which t o com pare t he r esults f or v ar ious subsets of 

the d ata. 

 

4.2 In clauses with the meaning ‘unless’ 

Subjunct ive clauses g iving t he sense ÒunlessÓ are h ighly character ist ic of 

MHG (Keller 1978:  308) . These clauses u sually h ave V1 or V2 word o rder,  

with t he fi nit e v erb n egated and in t he subjunct ive, and a re n ot  i nt roduced 

by a  conjunct ion. An exam ple:  

 

6)  ern wære dâ ze stete mort 

 he-NEG were there to spot  dead 

 Òunless h e wanted t o be d ead where h e stoodÓ (Lanzelet,  6 0)  

 

I n t he l it erature i t  i s o ft en stated t hat  such clauses t end to be 

conservat ive as r egards t he f orm  of sentent ial n egat ion u sed (e.g. Dal 

1966:  1 64, Lockwood 1 968:  2 08, Behaghel 1 923:  7 3, JŠger 2 006:  9 1) . 

This i s a lso t rue o f t he d ata in m y corpus:  

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

ÒUnlessÓ-clauses 75.0%  15.0%  10.0%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

The fi gures fo r t his subset  a re considerably diffe rent  fr om  t he p at tern 

exhibited by t he corpus as a  whole. However, i t  can b e a rgued t hat  t his 

context , which i s ext rem ely specialised, d oes n ot  i n fa ct  represent  
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sentent ial n egat ion;  indeed, i n m odern Germ an t he m eaning ÒunlessÓ i s 

expressed b y t he conjunct ion es sei denn,  and i t  i s n ot  obligatory fo r t he 

verb i n t he ÒunlessÓ-clause t o b e n egated. As i t  d oes n ot  d evelop into an 

instance o f m odern Germ an nicht,  t his context  i s n ot  r elevant  t o the 

general d evelopm ent  under invest igat ion. I t  i s likely t hat  d uring the 

t ransit ional p er iod en/ne was specifi cally u sed t o d iff erent iate ÒunlessÓ-

clauses fr om  o rdinary V1/ V2 subjunct ive c lauses and did n ot  m ark 

sentent ial n egat ion in t his context . 

 

We m ust  i n any case be caut ious with t hese fi gures;  Keller a lso states t hat  

the d ecline in t hese ÒunlessÓ-clauses so character ist ic of M HG p aralleled 

the d ecline o f t he en/ne p art icle (1978:  3 10) , and i t  is t rue t hat  the 

m ajor ity of m y exam ples of such clauses d ate fr om  1200 o r earlier. I n i t s 

place, var iants of es (ne) sei denn began t o em erge t o int roduce ÒunlessÓ-

clauses. I f t he const ruct ion with ne a lone i s r arer t owards t he l ater end of 

the p eriod covered b y m y corpus, t hen i t  stands t o r eason t hat  t he fi gures 

in t he t able will be skewed t owards conservat ism . 

 

4.3 With noch 

Behaghel ( 1923:  71)  suggests noch (m eaning ÒnorÓ)  as another context  

where a  m ore conservat ive f orm  of n egat ion i s com m on. This i s supported 

by t he d ata in m y corpus:  t his subset  shows a  signifi cant ly m ore 

conservat ive d ist r ibut ion t han i s found in t he corpus as a  whole. 
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 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

With noch 51.9%  25.9%  22.2%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

A d iffi culty with noch is t hat  i t  can serve t o conjoin clauses b ut  can a lso 

serve t o conjoin c lause const ituents (as with Modern Germ an weder . . .  

noch . . .  Òneither . .. n or . ..Ó) . I t  i s therefore p art icular ly  d iffi cult  t o t ell 

whether we are d ealing w ith sentent ial or const ituent  n egat ion. 

 

7)  ich enkán iu niht gezeigen diu lêhen noch diu eigen 

 I  NEG-can you NEG show the loan nor  the own 

 ÒI  can show y ou n either what  is b orrowed n or what  is ownedÓ 

 (Spervogel I/Herger,  VI I . I .1.3)  

 

I n t he above exam ple i t  i s u nclear. This i s m ainly d ue t o t he n ature of 

item s m eaning ÒnorÓ, which l eave a  part  of the sentence n ot  over t ly 

expressed. Only where t he v erb i s d iff erent  i n t he t wo conjoined segm ents 

can we b e sure we are d ealing with sentent ial n egat ion:  

 

8)  die ich vermîden niht wil noch enmac 

 which I  avoid NEG want - to nor  NEG-can 

 Òwhich I  n either want  to n or am  able t o avoidÓ 

(Heinrich VI/Minnelieder,  I I I .2)  

 

This can b e expressed m ore p aratact ically as Òwhich I  d o n ot  want  t o 

avoid and which I  cannot  avoidÓ, j ust  as (7)  can b e expressed as ÒI  cannot  
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show y ou what  i s borrowed and I  cannot  show y ou what  is ownedÓ. 

Because of t heir  am biguous status, t hen, conclusions about  sentences 

including noch can be t entat ive a t  b est . 

 

(8) , i ncidentally, i s a  rar ity:  an exam ple of a clause in which both Stage I  

and Stage I I I  f orm s a re u sed. I n such cases i t  is m ore n orm al f or t he fo rm  

to b e t he sam e f or b oth v erbs. The d ispar it y i n t his exam ple m ay b e d ue 

to p rosodic considerat ions. 

 

4.4 With specific verbs 

One of t he m ost  fr equent ly suggested contexts fo r  conservat ism  i s with 

the m odal verbs mügen,  künnen,  dürfen,  suln,  wellen,  türren and lân ( Dal 

1966:  1 64, Ebert  et al. 1 993:  4 26) . Since m odal verbs as a  class oft en 

diffe r  fr om  other v erbs in signifi cant  ways Ð in Germ an and English, fo r 

exam ple, t heir  p aradigm s are h ighly i rregular, and in English t hey d o n ot  

require an auxiliary ÒdoÓ f or n egat ion Ð t his p redict ion seem s t o be a  

reasonable one. However, i t  i s n ot  b orne out  b y t he r esults fr om  m y 

corpus.  

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

With m odals 11.8%  26.6%  61.6%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

The p at tern f or t his subset  i s n ot  signif icant ly d iff erent  f rom  t he overall 

dist r ibut ion, and, i f anything, seem s less conservat ive. JŠger (2006:  9 1)  
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com es t o a  sim ilar conclusion on t he b asis of h er own d ata:  Òthere i s n o 

clear p reference f or m odals t o occur  with sim ple en/neÓ. 

 

Another individual v erb t hat  i s oft en m ent ioned as b eing n egated in a  

conservat ive fa shion i s wissen,  and m y corpus supports t his assert ion:  

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

With wissen 56.5%  26.1%  17.4%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

Why t his should b e i s uncertain. I t  m ay sim ply b e a  p reference f or 

phonet ic s im plicity  act ing with t his verb, as w ith t he English collocat ion 

ÒdunnoÓ f or ÒdonÕt  k nowÓ and the Dutch kweenie f or Ik weet het niet.  I n 

any case, t he n um ber o f i nstances o f t his v erb in m y corpus i s sm all ( only 

23 o f 7 77)  and so i t  i s u nlikely t o b e r epresentat ive of,  o r  h ave had a 

signif icant  i nfl uence on, t he g eneral developm ent . 

 

4.5 In subjunctive clauses 

Paul ( 1975:  144)  states t hat  d ependent  subjunct ive clauses n ot  

int roduced b y a  conjunct ion will t end t o u se a  m ore conservat ive fo rm  of 

negat ion. However, Behaghel ( 1923:  73)  challenges t his, stat ing t hat  niht 

is oft en f ound, and t hat  t he cases where i t  i s n ot  a re u sually  fi xed 

collocat ions such as entaete,  enwaere.  I n m y analysis of t he d ata I  h ave 

not  chosen t o d ist inguish clauses containing t hese p art ly l exicalised fi xed 

collocat ions fr om  other clause t ypes, as they st ill const itute a  subset  o f 

the d ata and occur  ext rem ely fr equent ly. Furtherm ore, as sect ion 4 .4 
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shows, I  fo und few clear correlat ions between verbs u sed and f orm s of 

negat ion u sed and t hus lit t le evidence t o support  BehaghelÕs challenge. 

 

I n m y corpus t here i s a slight  t endency t owards conservat ism  in 

subjunct ive c lauses in g eneral. However, one fa ctor i nfluencing this r esult  

is t he inclusion of t he ÒunlessÓ-clauses m ent ioned above in t his subset ;  

the d ist r ibut ion without  i ncluding t hese is p resented b elow. 

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

With subjunct ive 10.8%  16.9%  72.3%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

This p at tern i s i n fa ct  m ore m odern t han t hat  o f t he data as a  whole. So 

even including BehaghelÕs fi xed collocat ions in m y analysis there i s n o 

part icular t endency t owards conservat ism  with v erbs in t he subjunct ive. 

 

4.6 Ni(c)ht preceding en/ne + verb 

Behaghel ( 1923:  84-5)  states t hat  t here i s a t endency f or en/ne to b e 

retained when niht precedes t he v erb ( typically  i n VFinal clauses) , as in 

clauses such as t he f ollowing exam ple fr om  m y corpus:  

 

9)  und warumbe siz  nicht entuont 

 and why  they- it  NEG NEG-do 

 Òand why t hey d o n ot  d o i tÓ ( Der wälsche Gast,  3 20)  
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However, i n m y corpus, en/ne is p resent  i n 35.2%  of such clauses and 

om it ted in t he r em aining 6 4.7% . This r at io of r oughly one clause including 

ne/en t o t wo without  is sim ilar t o t hat  present  i n t he b ulk of t he corpus. I n 

addit ion, JŠger ( 2006:  9 4)  found n o evidence fo r t his asser t ion i n h er own 

data, a  corpus of t hree MHG t exts writ t en r elat ively c lose t o one another 

in t im e, fi nding t hat  t here were m ore exam ples where en/ne was d ropped 

than w here i t  was r etained. 

 

JŠger ( 2006:  91-3)  d oes, h owever, fi nd a  correlat ion b etween increased 

use o f ni(c)ht and VFinal w ord o rder . I n m y corpus t his correlat ion a lso 

exist s, a lbeit  t o a  v ery l im ited extent ,  without  any g reat  d ifference fr om  

the d ist r ibut ion f ound in t he corpus overall:  

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

VFinal clauses 14.2%  24.6%  61.2%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

JŠger suggests t hat  this p reference m ay b e d ue t o Negat ive At t ract ion 

(Jespersen 1 917:  5 8)  o r Neg-First  (Horn 1 989, Haspelm ath 1 997) 2, a  

pr inciple according to which sentent ial n egat ion should b e m arked as early 

in t he clause as p ossible for r easons o f p arsing. This d oes n ot  explain t he 

preference f or niht i n VFinal clauses, h owever, as t he u sual p osit ion f or 

this p art icle i s d irect ly  b efore t he v erb (and thus d irect ly  b efo re en/ne) , 

not  any ear lier  i n t he clause. The p r inciple i tself i s a lso a t  odds with w hat  

actually h appened t o sentent ial n egat ion in Germ an Ð i t  m oved f rom  

                                       
2 I n JŠger 2006. 
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preverbal to postverbal p osit ion, causing a  definite d elay in p arsing in 

m ost  sentences Ð and t herefore, i n m y v iew, i t s i nfl uence should not  b e 

overest im ated. Furtherm ore, Dahl (1979:  9 3) , in h is t ypological study o f 

negat ion across 240 languages, i s cr it ical of t he existence o f such a  

pr inciple:  Òif t his i s t o be interpreted as b eing independent  of [ a g eneral 

tendency f or n egat ives t o p recede t he v erb] , t here i s l it t le support  fo r  

such a  t hing.Ó 

 

4.7 With prefixed verbs 

As we h ave seen, m ost  of t he t radit ional accounts o f n egat ion d uring t he 

t ransit ional p er iod h ave f ocused on contexts in which o lder fo rm s w ere 

likely t o b e f ound. However, t his teleological v iewpoint  ( which assum es 

that  niht was a lready the p redom inant ,  u nm arked fo rm , or on i t s way 

there)  g ives u s lit t le i nsight  into p ossible r easons fo r  t he change fr om  

ni/ne/en t o niht a lone;  t o u nderstand t his change we n eed to fi nd 

consistent  contexts in w hich niht was fa voured or i n which ni could n o 

longer b e u sed. 

 

One exam ple of t he lat ter i s b r iefl y m ent ioned in Behaghel (1923:  8 4) .  He 

notes that  en i s only r arely found where i t  would appear next  t o a 

presyllable/ prefi x . However, h e d oes n ot  elaborate on t his. The 

phenom enon i s p icked u p again i n Lehm ann ( 1978:  1 01)  where he states 

that  p reverbal en/ne was fi rst  om it ted in environm ents where i t  would co-

occur  with a  weakly st ressed p refix (such as ge,  be,  ver,  zer,  er and ent) . 

He claim s t his as evidence f or JespersenÕs statem ent  ascr ibing loss o f 

preverbal n egat ion t o w eak st ress o f t he n egat ive p art icle and states t hat  
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Òthe syntact ic change leading t o r elocat ion of t he n egat ive m arker can be 

at t r ibuted t o a  p honet ic causeÓ. 

 

JŠger ( 2005:  239)  i s cr it ical o f t his. She cites a  n um ber of exam ples in 

which t he p refi x and t he n egat ive m arker  d o co-occur (glosses a re m y 

own) :  

 

10)  Inti nigileitest unsih in costunga 

And NEG- lead us into  tem ptat ion 

ÒAnd l ead u s n ot  i nto tem ptat ionÓ (Tatian 6 8, 1 3)  

 

11)  Mêr ne-bedarf er 

He NEG-needs m ore 

ÒHe d oes n ot  n eed m oreÓ ( NotkerÕs Psalm s 9 , 3 5) . 

 

My corpus a lso h as such exam ples:  

 

12)  poum ni kistentit ênîhc in erdu 

t ree NEG stands any in earth-DAT 

ÒNot  a  single t ree in t he world standsÓ (Muspilli 5 1)  

 

13)  wir ne verlazen dih ettelichiu zit 

 we NEG leave  you any-DAT t im e 

 Òwe will n ot  l eave y ou a t  any t im eÓ ( Memento mori)  
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Ot fr idÕs writ ings contain a  p art icular ly h igh proport ion of such exam ples, 

and seem  t o exhibit  t he opposite t endency:  t he p art icle ni i s actually 

cont racted when occurr ing with t he p refixes int-  and ir-  t o nint- , nir- , e.g. 

nintneinent (Coom bs 1976:  7 9) . 

 

However, t he stat ist ical d ist r ibut ion of exam ples over t he whole corpus 

speaks f or i t self.  

 

 Stage I  ( ni)  Stage I I  Stage I I I  ( nicht)  

With p refi xed V 14.3%  8.3%  77.6%  

Overall 16.3%  25.0%  58.7%  

 

A signifi cant  d ivergence in fa vour o f m ore m odern f orm s can t hus b e seen 

in t his subset .  Moreover, t o claim  d isproof b y counter-exam ple i s 

unreasonable, as d ue to a ll t he fa ctors m ent ioned in sect ion 2  ( fr om  

regional p references t o confu sion on t he p art  o f i ndividual scr ibes)  a  

var iety o f f orm s i s i nevitable. During t his t ransit ional p eriod we can 

therefo re only speak of t endencies and n ot  h ard-and- fast  rules. I n 

addit ion, m ost  counter-exam ples stem  fr om  earlier texts:  t he four g iven 

above are fr om  b efore 1 200. Ot fr idÕs apparent  t endency t o cont ract  t he 

negat ive p ar t icle with certain p refixes m ay be a  p honet ic one:  t he o ther  

instance o f cont ract ion fo und is with ist,  p roducing nist (Coom bs 1 976:  

79) , and since a ll t hese instances a re b efore < i>  t his suggests t hat  Ot fr id 

m ay h ave u sed cont ract ion t o r epresent  a  phonet ic assim ilat ion and 

reduct ion o f t wo consecut ive < i>  a llophones. Since t he inclusion of t he 



Negat ion in th e histo ry of German before 135 0  Analysis of t he variat ion in th e t ransit ional period 

32  

spat ium  in OHG m anuscripts was g enerally rare, the apparent  absence of 

one in t hese instances i s n ot  signifi cant . 

 

I t  i s m y v iew t hat  t he t endency t o d rop t he p reverbal p art icle with 

prefi xed verbs i s n ot  necessarily a p urely p honet ic one as suggested b y 

Lehm ann (1978) ;  t here i s p robably a  signifi cant  system ic/ m orphological 

com ponent  i nvolved. Specifi cally,  over  t he course of t im e t he OHG clit ic ni 

was r eanalysed as a  prefi x , p robably b ecause o f a  com binat ion of i t s 

phonet ic ÒweakeningÓ and i t s consistent ly  p reverbal p lacem ent . This 

theory i s supported b y t he data in that , as m ent ioned in sect ion 1, t he 

vast  m ajor it y o f t he exam ples of en/ne fo und in t he MHG p eriod are 

at tached t o t he v erb without  an intervening spat ium . Also in i t s favour i s 

the fa ct  t hat  t he clit ic >  p refi x d evelopm ent  i s com m on cross- linguist ically 

(Hopper/ Traugot t  1 993) . Once p refi xal,  t his e lem ent  was p erceived as 

com pet ing with the prefi xes be,  ge,  ver et c.  This i s i n line with t he 

situat ion in Modern Germ an, where such elem ents n ever co-occur even 

when t here i s a  r eason t o d o so in t erm s of g ram m at ical consistency, e .g. 

when f orm ing p ast  p art iciples:  * gebesiegt i s u ngram m at ical.  Since only 

one of t hese i t em s could b e prefi xed t o a  v erb, and speakers h ad r ecourse 

to an a lternat ive m eans of n egat ing clauses (niht) , t hey n aturally chose 

the lat ter st rategy in cases where t here would o therwise b e conflict . 

 

As m ent ioned i n 3 .1, i t  i s diffi cult  t o f orm  a  clear d efinit ion of the clit ic-

prefi x  d ist inct ion. However, f or this p urpose t he im portant  d ist inguishing 

cr it er ion i s t hat  t he c lit ic was n ot  p erceived as a  p refix and therefore n ot  

in com pet it ion with o ther p refi xal elem ents, w hereas t he p refi x was. 
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This context  fo r  t he p reference of niht m ay a lso h ave h ad consequences 

fo r t he d evelopm ent  of n egat ion in general, since p refi xed v erbs const itute 

an im portant  p ercentage of m y corpus as a w hole (10.8% ). I t  i s a 

reasonable assum pt ion t hat , when confr onted with t wo ( or p ossibly t hree)  

ways of doing t he sam e t hing, speakers will n aturally  opt  ( consciously or 

subconsciously)  f or one which i s u niversally applicable r ather t han one 

which i s u ngram m at ical i n certain contexts, a ll o ther  t hings b eing equal. 

This subset  of t he d ata m ay t herefo re h ave h ad an im portant  i nfl uence in 

the p reference of niht a lone over b ipart ite negat ion and ne/en alone. 
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5 Conclusion 

5.1 Summary of the analysis 

The analysis o f m y d ata h as produced r esults t hat  d iff er fr om  what  w ould 

be expected on t he b asis of such accounts as Behaghel ( 1923)  and Paul 

(1975) . I n p art icular , I  f ound lit t le support  f or t he assert ion that  t he t ype 

of v erb u sed a ffects t he f orm  of n egat ion;  t he d ist r ibut ion o f t he three 

possible fo rm s o f n egat ion in m odal v erbs was in line with t hat  f ound in 

the d ata as a  whole ( see 4 .4) , and only wissen exhibited a  d ist inct ly  

diffe rent  pat tern. Certain o ther suggest ions m ade in the l it erature, such as 

a p reference fo r  en/ne a lone in ÒunlessÓ-clauses (4.2)  and with noch 

(4.3) , h ave corresponded t o t endencies in m y d ata, b ut  I  h ave a rgued 

that  i n t hese t wo cases we m ay n ot  b e d ealing w ith sentent ial n egat ion a t  

all.  This conclusion i s supported b y the fact  that  m odern Germ an clauses 

int roduced b y es sei denn and clauses including weder . . .  noch . . .  

const ruct ions d o n ot  necessarily include nicht.  These p eripheral cases 

cannot , t herefore, b e taken as r epresentat ive of t he g eneral d evelopm ent  

evident  i n t he h istory of G erm an n egat ion. 

 

I n sect ion 4 .6 I  a lso f ound n o clear support  fo r the tendency suggested in 

m ore m odern accounts such as JŠger ( 2006) , where a  correlat ion b etween 

verb p osit ion and fo rm  o f negat ion was suggested, with VFinal c lauses 

likely t o b e n egated b y niht and V1/ V2 clauses b y en/ne.  However, as h er  

fi nding was b ased on a n arrower t im e p er iod and a  m ore d etailed analysis 

of a  few prose t exts t han m ine, t he t wo studies m ay n ot  b e d irect ly 

com parable. 
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The m ost  signifi cant  t endency in m y d ata was f or en/ne t o b e om it ted in 

clauses with a  p refi xed act ive v erb. I n sect ion 4 .7 I  h ave a rgued that  t his 

is d ue n ot  only to a  p honet ic p reference fo r  avoiding t wo consecut ive 

unst ressed syllables, as suggested in Lehm ann ( 1978) , b ut  a lso t o a  

m orphological confl ict  b etween t he p reverbal n egat ive m arker en/ne and 

the p refi xes t hem selves, a r ising fr om  t he r eanalysis of en/ne as a p refix 

rather t han a  clit ic.  I  have t entat ively suggested that  t he p reference fo r 

niht a lone with such v erbs m ay h ave cont r ibuted t o a  general overall 

preference f or niht a lone as m arker of sentent ial n egat ion, g iven t he h igh 

fr equency of p refi xed verbs. 

 

5.2 Limitations and areas for further study 

As I  h ave m ent ioned, this corpus analysis can b e u sed only fo r a lim ited, 

specifi c p urpose. Since i t  covers seven centur ies and a t  l east  t wo 

recognised p eriods of the h istory of t he language (OHG and MHG), i t  

cannot  b e t aken t o r epresent  t he synchronic state of G erm an a t  any g iven 

point  i n t im e. Studies such as JŠger ( 2006) , which f ocus specifi cally on 

individual periods and in g reater  d etail,  a re m ore appropriate f or that  

purpose. My analysis only i llust rates g eneral t endencies over t he ent ire 

t ransit ional p er iod and i s teleological i n focus:  i t  assum es t he start ing 

point  t o b e p reverbal ni and t he end p oint  t o b e m odern Germ an nicht.  

 

I  h ave a lso chosen t o focus specifi cally on certain statem ents m ade in t he 

literature, and h ave n ot  i nvest igated a ll such claim s. One suggest ion n ot  

invest igated, f or i nstance, i s t hat  c lauses containing ander,  anders,  mêre,  

baz o r  fürbaz m ay om it  niht.  The n um ber and specifi city  o f these claim s 
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m eans t hat  covering all o f t hem  i s outside the scope of a  dissertat ion such 

as t his one. I  h ave instead selected a  f ew com m only occurr ing statem ents 

to analyse. 

 

Furtherm ore, I  h ave chosen t o l eave out  of considerat ion a  f ew p ropert ies 

of ni and niht that  m ight  i nfl uence t he choice b etween t hem . I n exam ples 

such as Daz elliu dinch ir nature und orden behaltent und der man niht 

(Òthat  a ll t hings keep their  n ature and o rder except  m anÓ, Der wälsche 

Gast,  l ine 1 58) , t he whole p redicate i s om it ted in the second, conjoined 

clause. Such a  cont rast ive sentence i s n ot  possible u sing ni,  as ni i s a  clit ic 

and cannot  occur without  t he v erb;  with ni expressing sentent ial negat ion, 

this sentence would h ave t o b e const ructed in another way. 

 

Whether ni(c)ht in fact  h as any int r insic advantage over ni is a  q uest ion 

that  i s b eyond t he scope o f t his d issertat ion. Later com m entators d idnÕt  

seem  to t hink t hat  i t  did:  ÒDie freie beweglichkeit welche der früheren 

sprache durch das flüssige ne eigen war, ist uns jetzt abhanden 

gekommen. Die schwerfällige, dem verbum nachschleppende nicht, das 

die verneinung erst nachträglich bringt, wäre uns besser gesparen.Ó 

(Dit tm ar 1874:  2203)  This statem ent  echoes statem ents m ade m ore 

recent ly about  a  u niversal t ypological p reference fo r  Neg-First  ( see sect ion 

4.6) , a  pr inciple t hat  Germ an seem s to h ave cont ravened, and t his i s 

another p ossible avenue o f study. 

 

                                       
3 I n Lehm ann 1974:  106-7. 
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5.3 Final conclusion 

The t endencies I  h ave fo und in analysing m y d ata a re just  t hat :  

tendencies. I  observed n o absolute r ules o f d ist r ibut ion, and indeed t he 

literature on t he subject  h as n ever  y et  b een able to fi nd any such r ules. 

MŸller  ( 2001:  2 46-2484) , fo r  exam ple, carr ied out  a  thorough exam inat ion 

of n egated m odal verb const ruct ions in t he MHG p rose Lancelot and cam e 

to t he f ollowing conclusion on t he subject  of t he u se o r  l ack of en/ne:  

ÒMan wird ihr Auftreten als freie Variation akzeptieren müssen, auch wenn 

es das Linguistenherz schmerzt.Ó Given t he m yriad of h ouse styles, 

personal p refe rences, copyings and r ecopyings of m anuscripts and 

probably even individual confu sion over which f orm  t o u se, i t  i s n ot  

surpr ising t hat  t here i s a  considerable d egree of v ar iat ion. 

 

Despite t his, a  n um ber o f tendencies are apparent .  Chief a m ong t hese in 

m y d ata i s the om ission of en/ne when n egat ing p refi xed v erbs. I  h ave 

suggested that  en/ne cam e t o b e analysed as a  p refix i t self a nd was f elt  to 

be in com pet it ion with o ther p refi xes, thus encouraging t he preference of 

the alternat ive fo rm  of n egat ion with niht alone and cont r ibut ing to 

causing t he overall shift  fr om  ni/ne/en t o niht.  

 

I  m ake n o claim , of course, t hat  t his i s t he sole cause of t he whole cycle;  

fo r one t hing, i t  d oes not  h elp t o explain h ow niht b ecam e g ram m at ically 

acceptable as a  m arker of n egat ion in it self, n or  d oes i t  give u s any clue 

as t o why ni changed to en/ne or why i t s fu nct ion changed fr om  

independent  i t em  t o p refi x . However, i t  d oes p rovide u s with p art  o f a n 

                                       
4 I n JŠger 2006:  95. 
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alternat ive t o t he view t hat  t he change was m ot ivated by t ypological 

consistency a lone ( Vennem ann 1 974) , which seem s im probable as i t  is 

not  adequately em pir ically  supported (see for exam ple Dahl 1979) . I n m y 

view, i t  i s m ost  l ikely that  t he change t hat  occurred in t he m arking o f 

sentent ial n egat ion, f rom  p reverbal ni t o Modern Germ an nicht,  was in 

fact  caused b y t he co-occurrence of several such fa ctors. According t o t his 

view, t he change that  t ook p lace was a  m ult ifactor ial p henom enon. 

 

7977 words ( including appendix)
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Appendix 1: Texts used and corpus composition 

All t exts u sed are fr om  t he Bibliotheca Augustana Germ anica, available 

online a t  h t tp: / / www.fh -augsburg.de/ ~ harsch/ augustana/  ( last  accessed 

25th August  2 007) . Dialects a re g iven f or t exts b efore 1 150;  in these 

texts, at  l east  i n t he online v ersions, d ialectal fe atures t end t o b e m ore 

pronounced and are t herefo re m ore r elevant  t o m y analysis. 

 

Name Date Dialect No. of clauses 

Hildebrandslied 770-80 Bav.*  4 

Wessobrunner Gebet  ~ 790 Bav. 2 

Kasseler GesprŠche ~ 810 Bav. 2 

St ra§burger Eide ~ 841 RFr. 2 

Muspilli ~ 870 Bav. 12 

Georgslied ~ 880 Alem . 2 

Ludwigslied ~ 881-2 RFr. 3 

Boethius (Notker)  950-1022 Alem . 10 

Psalm s (Notker)  950-1022 Alem . 17 

Der € ltere Physiologus ~ 1070 Alem . 10 

Mem ento m ori ~ 1070 Alem . 14 

Annolied ~ 1080 MFr. 17 

Him m el u nd Hšlle ~ 1090 Alem . 8 

Nam enlose Lieder c12th Bav. 4 

Das JŸngste Gericht  1060-1127 Alem . 11 

Tobias (Pfa ff e Lam precht )  ~ 1140 MFr. 17 

Alexander ( Pfa ff e Lam precht )  ~ 1150 MFr. 9 
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Name Date Dialect No. of clauses 

Kaiserchronik ~ 1150 Bav. 15 

Lieder (Der von KŸrenberg)  ~ 1150-70 Bav. 7 

Rolandslied ~ 1170 -  15 

Trist rant  (Eilhart )  ~ 1170-80 -  17 

Spervogel 1  ~ 1180 -  14 

Spervogel 2  ~ 1190 -  27 

Minnelieder (Hartm ann)  < 1188-96 -  11 

Kreuzzugslieder (Hartm ann)  ~ 1188-97 -  11 

I weinlieder (Hartm ann)  ~ 1200 -  10 

Der h eim liche Bote ~ 1180 -  9 

Minnelieder (Heinr ich VI )  ~ 1184-86 -  6 

Nibelungenlied 1190-1200 -  32 

Lanzelet  ~ 1200 -  29 

Tristan (G. v . St rassburg)  ~ 1205-10 -  22 

Lieder (W.  v .  d . Vogelweide)  ~ 1198-1205 -  30 

Parzival (W.  v. Eschenbach)  ~ 1200-1210 -  26 

Der wŠlsche Gast  1215-16 -  103 

Carm ina Burana ~ 1230 -  15 

Ro§arzneibuch ~ 1240 -  5 

Vrowen d ienst  1255 -  20 

Lieder (K. v . WŸrzburg)  1225-87 -  3 

SprŸche ( K. v. WŸrzburg)  1225-87 -  9 

Welt  Lohn ( K. v. WŸrzburg)  < 1260 -  4 

Meier Helm brecht  < 1282 -  20 
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Name Date Dialect No. of clauses 

Welt  Chronik > 1272 -  27 

SangsprŸche (SŸezkint )  ~ 1280 -  18 

Mainauer Natur lehre ~ 1300 -  18 

Nonne v on Engelthal ~ 1340-46 -  51 

Das Buch v on g uter Speise ~ 1350 -  23 

Meister AlbertusÕ Lehre ~ 1350 -  36 
 

Key 

 Alem .  Alem annic 

 Bav.  Bavarian/ Aust r ian 

 EFr.  East  Franconian 

 MFr.  Middle Franconian 

 RFr.  Rhenish Franconian 

 

*  Although preserved only in a  m anuscript  in Old Saxon, i t  i s t hought  t hat  

the or iginal was in Bavarian.
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