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Negativity-tags (neg-tags)

! Anaphoric to propositional content

! Require their antecedent to be ‘negative’

(1) The defense lawyer’s closing statement {didn’t make / # made} an impact in this case.

a. Yeah, and neither did the testimonies.
b. Yeah, not even on the public perception.
c. Yeah, and the jury foreperson explained why not.

! English neither-tags (a), not even-tags (b) (Klima 1964)

! Elliptical questions with, e.g., English ‘why not’ (c) (Hofmann 2018, 2022, 2023; Anand et al. 2021)
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How to explain anaphoric polarity-sensitivity?

Mary didn’t fail the test. ⇔ Mary passed the test.

Semantic propositional anaphora?
(Krifka 2013; Hofmann 2023)

! But: Sets of worlds give no
representation of polarity

Sentential negativity:
! Neg-tags are linked to clausal

negation
(e.g., Klima 1964; Kramer and Rawlins 2009)

Good: Assuming “sentential negativity” successfully predicts that expressions that introduce
sentential negation license neg-tags

! e.g., negative quantifiers (never, nothing…) and certain downward entailing quantifiers
(rarely, few people…) (Klima 1964; Moxey et al. 2001; De Clercq 2013; Brasoveanu et al. 2013, 2014)

But: there are more licensing antecedents…
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Negativity without negation

(2) Neg-raising antecendent: I don’t think that [Sue danced at the party]

(3) Ironic as if: As if [Sue danced at the party]

(4) Complement of anti-veridical (AV) predicate:
a. You were wrong that [Sue danced at the party]
b. It’s a lie that [Sue danced at the party]

(5) a. …but I’m not sure why not
b. Not even a little bit.

c. …and neither did Mary.

! Antecedent proposition introduced without negation, but interpreted as counterfactual
(i.e., understood to be false) (Hofmann 2022, 2023)

! But only if we take into account pragmatic inferences (2), (3) and semantic entailments
(4): beyond clausal representations
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Evidence for discourse-level characterization
1 Sentential negativity hypothesis: neg-tags are sensitive to clauses with sentential

negation.
(As in Kramer and Rawlins 2009; Farkas and Bruce 2010; Holmberg 2013; Roelofsen and Farkas 2015)

2 Discourse negativity hypothesis: neg-tags are sensitive to discourse referents for
counterfactual propositions. (As in Krifka 2013; Hofmann 2022, 2023)

Main points today:
! Counterfactual propositions: neg-tags are judged natural with counterfactual

antecedents that do not contain clausal negation (compared to positive baseline)
! Reduced ratings: many (neg-less) counterfactual antecedents are rated less natural

compared to overt negation
! At-issueness: Present data suggesting that this reduction comes from an additional

requirement that the counterfactual antecendent is interpreted as at-issue relative to the
question under discussion
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Experiment 1: Licensing neg-tags without negation

Question: Are neg-tags judged natural with counterfactual antecedent clauses that
lack clausal negation?

! Collect naturalness ratings for English neg-tags (neither-tags, not even-tags, and
‘why not’)

! Investigate 15 clause-embedding environments as possible neg-tag licensors

! 2 neg-raising (NR) contexts (I don’t think/believe that)
! 4 island-NR contexts (I don’t get the feeling/impression that, I It’s not my view /

opinion that)
! 5 anti-veridical (AV) environments

(I disagree/heavily doubt that, It’s a lie / just a rumor that, You’re wrong that)
! 2 lexical indicators of irony (This party sucks. Like / as if…)
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! Context sentence + visual scene

! Embedded sentence + one of the 15
embeddings

! Response with one of the three tags
! Give naturalness ratings for response

(coded as 0,1)
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Method, some more details

! Analyze data from 205 self-reported native speakers of American English
! Each saw all 15 antecedent types in randomized order, each randomly paired with

an item, and with one of the three tags, so that each tag appeared five times.
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Naturalness ratings by licensor:
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! POS/NEG baseline as expected

! All counterfactual licensors receive
higher ratings than the positive
control – support discourse
negativity
(Bayesian mixed-effects beta-regression,
response: naturalness ratings; fixed effect:
licensor (ref. level: pos); random effects:
participant and item intercepts, slopes for
item by condition, compared 95% credible
intervals for each licensor to the positive
baseline)

! Fine-grained variation in
naturalness of neg-tags based on
embedding context of antecedent
proposition.

! Neg-tags are less natural with AV
predicates, irony markers, and
some island NR environments
compared to sentential negation
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! Discourse negativity
If negativity were only tied to clausal
negation, we’d expect counterfactual
antecedents without negation to
pattern like the positive control, but
clear differences

! Pragmatic derivation
Generalization on a level of
representation that can be enriched
by pragmatic reasoning

! Reduced naturalness for some
challenges discourse-negativity view:
Is negation important after all, or is
there a different explanation?
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Experiment 2: At-issueness

Additional factors lead to reduced ratings?
! Krifka (2013): propositional salience may play a role for the anaphoric

polarity-sensitivity of response particles (like yes/no)
! Horn (2002): at-issueness is a factor in determining negative environments in NPI

licensing

Question: Can the fine-grained variability between licensors in neg-tag naturalness
ratings be related to at-issueness measures for the counterfactual antecedent
propositions?
(following Tonhauser et al. 2018; Degen and Tonhauser 2025 for projection)
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At issueness relative to the QUD

! At-issue content contributes to the main point of the utterance
[e.g., Karttunen and Peters 1979; Horton and Hirst 1988; Abbott 2000…]

It’s a lie that
the defense lawyer’s closing statement made an impact in this case.

! At-issue content addresses the question under discussion (QUD)
(Amaral 2007; Simons et al. 2010)

(6) QUD-diagnostic for at-issueness (see, e.g., Tonhauser 2012)
a. A: Did the defense lawyer’s final remarks influence the case?
b. B: It’s a lie that

the defense lawyer’s closing statement made an impact in this case.

Question to participants: How well does B’s response fit A’s question?
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Experiment 2: At-issueness

! Buildup as before: Context sentence + visual scene,
question, response (target)

! Participants saw all 15 embedding types in
randomized order, each randomly paired with a
unique embedded content

! Give naturalness ratings for response, given the
question, i.e., Q+A-match ratings (coded as 0,1)

! analyzed data from 54 self-reported native
speakers of American English
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Q+A match ratings by clausal embedder:
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Embedding type: POS/NEG
control neg−raising island

neg−raising
anti−veridical
predicates

ironic
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! For POS/NEG control, and
canonical neg-raisers, the
embedded content can
relatively easily be
interpreted as at-issue

! Fine-grained cline in
Q+A-match ratings for
various embedders, with AV
(you’re wrong, I disagree),
and ironic like / as if pretty
low, and island NR (it’s not
my view)
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Mean Q+A match ratings (x-axis) plotted against mean neg-tag naturalness ratings (y-axis):
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! strong positive correlation (Spearman rank
correlation r = .73): neg-tags were rated as more
natural when the counterfactual antecedent
received high Q+A match ratings for questions that
target the embedded content

! Some apparent outliers: rumor: it’s just a rumor that,
and ironic like: neg-tag acceptability lower than
expected based on the Q+A match ratings
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! At-issueness effect on neg-tag ratings:
For each embedding…

! the easier embedded counterfactual content
can be interpreted as at-issue

! the higher the acceptability ratings for
neg-tags will be

! Other effects: For (at least) some embedding (e.g.,

it’s just a rumor, ironic like)…
! neg-tag acceptability ratings are lower than

may be expected based on Q+A match
ratings…

! Here, the counterfactual inference is derived
pragmatically, (how reliably do participants
do that)
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Conclusions

! Results support the discourse-negativity hypothesis:
Neg-tags are available only if a proposition introduced into the discourse, and it is
interpreted counterfactually (but this is a necessary condition)

! Availability of anaphoric negativity-tags modulated by how easily its counterfactual
antecedent is interpreted as at-issue

! Suggests that QUD at-issueness can affect anaphoric availability of the counterfactual
antecedent propostion

! In contrast to formal semantics literature that, based on impressionistic judgments,
has suggested that anaphoric availability is (at least somewhat) independent of
at-issueness (AnderBois et al. 2010; Snider 2017, 2018)
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