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Introduction. Among languages which readily facilitate Negative Concord (NC), that is, a single 

negation reading of a sequence of Negative Concord Items (NCI) (1c), French is problematic 

because it also readily accepts Double Negative (DN) interpretations of the same sequences. This 

DN interpretation is considered to be marked (De Swart, Corblin, 1996), however a cross-

linguistic picture choice task (Deprez et al, 2015) found that these DN readings arise much more 

than previously thought, and can, in fact, sometimes be preferred. By contrast, other, stricter NC 

languages (e.g.: Catalan, Spanish), have a much higher proportion of NC responses. The picture 

choice task in French found that parallel pronominal (personne, rien) NCI sequences resulted in 

an at-chance ratio between NC and DN. A further study found that, given the same NCI sequence 

(1c) in contrasting context (1a & 1b), speakers will interpret according to the context about 80% 

of the time (Deprez & Yeaton, 2017). The extent to which prosody plays a role in such 

interpretations has been investigated in Catalan, Spanish, and Dutch (Tubau et al, 2015; Prieto et 

al, 2013; Fonville, 2013). Prior to the present study, there have been only informal notes in the 

literature (Corblin 1996, Tovena&Corblin 2008) pointing to prosody as a disambiguating factor in 

French. The present study seeks to fill this gap in experimental evidence to investigate the role of 

prosody in disambiguating French transitive sentences with two NCI. 

Method. Recordings of 20 native French speakers reading simple transitive sentences containing 

one (control) or two (critical) NCIs were used in the analysis presented. Participants were 

presented with a brief context (1a, 1b), then sentences (1c) on a screen which they would first read 

silently, then aloud, then respond to a T/F statement (1d) to ensure that their interpretation 

matched the presented context. Only context matching interpretations were used in the prosody 

analysis. The target transitive sentences were excised from context and analyzed using Praat. 

Duration, intensity, and 10 time-normalized F0 measurements were taken for each syllable. R was 

used to conduct t-tests comparing syllable duration and F0 for each of the time normalized 

windows between conditions. Further analyses are ongoing. For the purposes of this analysis, only 

the first 6 syllable of the utterance were used (per/sonne/ ne/ [verb]/ rien/ + 1/[PP]). F0 values 

were scaled to normalize for subject range variance.  

Results. Comparison of F0 values between conditions found a significant difference (p<.05) 

between the NC and DN conditions on the object as well as the following syllable. Comparison to 

the control conditions found that the NC interpretations manifest a systematic flattening of pitch 

in the same syllables, whereas the DN condition closely matches the single negative object 

condition. A significantly different duration between the DN and NC interpretations was found for 

the object and following syllable (p<.05). Our results confirm that prosody plays a role in 

distinguishing NC&DN readings. We argue for a distinction in phrasing. 
Sample disambiguating contexts & critical item. 
(1) a. Dans notre famille, on est tous allergique à l'alcool :      NC Context 
        (In our family, we are all allergic to alcohol)   
    b, Chez les jeunes, la consommation d’alcool est effrayante: DN Context 
        (In the youth population, alcohol consumption is frightening)   
    c.  Personne ne boit rien dans les soirées.   Critical test Item 
         (Nobody drinks anything/nothing at parties) 
    d.  Ils ne boivent pas d’alcool.       

 Interpretation verification sentence 
        (They don’t drink alcohol)    T for (1a)/F for (1b)  
 

 


