
A Natural Prehistory of Negation 

It is not always appreciated that truth functional negation, despite being a universal 

category (Dahl 1979), is quite a difficult notion. No animal, either wild or trained, 

seems able to master it (Corballis 2003, Heine and Kuteva 2007), and even children as 

old as five have problems with it (Kim 1985). Perhaps the most difficult aspect of 

negation is that it is not veridical: its essence is talk about what is not the case.  

The development of non-veridical concepts and their expression must have 

been an important milestone in the evolution of human cognition and language. 

Negation was plausibly absent from protolanguage, and only emerged in the transition 

to full language (Heine and Kuteva 2002, de Swart 2009). But given the difficulty of 

the concept, it is implausible to expect that negation emerged “from scratch”; I 

propose, therefore, that negation had a precursor of some form in protolanguage. 

 Such an intermediate step would be close in meaning to negation, yet still 

veridical. There is, in fact, a class of linguistic elements that have exactly these 

properties: barely and hardly, and their counterparts crosslinguistically, which have 

been called "quasi-negatives” (Klein 1997).  

These are elements that have a negative "feel" (which develops at an early age—

Champaud and Bassano, 1987) and share many characteristics with real negatives. 

For example, they allow NPIs: 

(1) He barely {budged/spoke to anyone} (Horn 1996) 

Significantly, barely  allows continuations that are compatible with  rather than 

: 

(2) John can barely swim. #Therefore he’ll enjoy a day at the pool with his 

friends./Therefore he’s afraid of drowning (Amaral 2007) 

And yet, barely is veridical: barely  entails .  

Interestingly, some quasi-negatives, like hardly and Portuguese mal, 

developed an additional meaning that is not veridical (Amaral and Schwenter 2009): 

(3) A: Did you finish writing your paper? 

B: Hardly. (no) 

Quasi-negatives are therefore an attractive choice for precursors to negation. 

 But how plausible is it to assume that expressions with a quasi-negative 

meaning were present at the primitive level of protolanguage? A possible answer 

comes from a surprising source: the communication system of Campbell's monkeys.  

These monkeys have distinct warning calls, which might be followed by a 

suffix -oo. Shclenker et al. (2013) analyze -oo as an attenuating suffix. For example, 

if hok is an eagle call, hok-oo is used when the situation is appropriate for a hok call, 

but not a very severe one, because it lacks some property that is normally associated 

with such a situation: the caller doesn’t actually see the eagle, or the eagle is not 

deemed to be dangerous, or the disturbance might not even be attributed to an eagle. 

This is reminiscent of the meaning of quasi-negatives, which “restrict the degree to 

which the predicate holds of its argument, on the basis of the scarcity or lack in the 



argument of a salient property which is normally associated with that predicate.” 

(Amaral 2007). Crucially, Schlenker et al demonstrate that -oo is veridical: the 

modified call X-oo signals a situation that is appropriate for the unmodified call X.  

 The suffix -oo, then, behaves like a quasi-negative: it is veridical, but indicates 

that the warning does not apply in the “normal” way. If monkey communication can 

contain such an element, it does not seem far-fetched to speculate that an early form 

of human protolanguage contained a quasi-negative, which, in the fullness of time, 

evolved into full negation. 

 

 

References 

Amaral, P. (2007). The meaning of approximative adverbs: Evidence from European Portuguese. PhD. 

dissertation, The Ohio State University. 

Amaral, P., & Schwenter, S. (2009). Discourse and scalar structure in non-canonical negation. In Proceedings of 

the Annual Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society (BLS) (Vol. 35, pp. 367-388). 

Champaud, C. and D. Bassano. 1987. Argumentative and informative functions of French intensity modifiers 

“presque” (almost), “à peine” (just, barely) and “à peu près” (about): an experimental study of children 

and adults. Cahiers de Psychologie Cognitive/European Bulletin of Cognitive Psychology 7:6, 605-31. 

Corballis, M. (2003). From hand to mouth: the gestural origins of language” In M. Christiansen and S. Kirby 

(eds.) Language Evolution, 201-18. New York: Oxford  

Dahl, Ö. (1979). Typology of sentence negation, Linguistics 17, 79-106. 

Heine, B. and T. Kuteva (2002). On the evolution of grammatical forms, in: A. Wray (ed.). The transition to 

language, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 376-397 

Heine, B., and T. Kuteva, (2007). The genesis of grammar. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Horn, L. R. (1996). Exclusive company: Only and the dynamics of vertical inference. Journal of 

Semantics, 13(1), 1-40. 

Kim, K. (1985). Development of the concept of truth-functional negation. Developmental Psychology, 21(3), 

462. 

Klein, H. (1997). Adverbs of degree in Dutch, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Groningen, The Netherlands 

de Swart, H. (2009). Negation in early L2: a window on language genesis. Language Evolution: The View from 

Restricted Linguistic Systems, Utrecht: LOT Publications, 59-100. 

Schlenker, P., E. Chemla, K. Arnold, A. Lemasson, K. Ouattara, S. Keenan, C. Stephan, R. Ryder, and K. 

Zuberbühler (2013). Monkey semantics: two 'dialects' of Campbell's monkey alarm calls. 

lingbuzz/001792 


