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Foreword

With this volume, friends and colleagues worldwide wish to honour Sten
Vikner on his 60th birthday on the 9th of December 2019 and celebrate not
only his birthday, but also his contribution to the field of Linguistics.

Although he was born in Copenhagen, Denmark, and now makes
his home in Denmark’s second largest city, Aarhus, Sten is truly an
international scholar. This is evident from his degrees, awarded in four
different countries: Dr. Phil. Habil., University of Tiibingen, Germany
(Vikner 2001c); Docteur és lettres, University of Geneva, Switzerland
(Vikner 1990); Cand. Phil., University of Copenhagen, Denmark; M.A.,
University College London, U.K. He has held visiting positions in six
different countries: University of Cambridge, U.K.; Netherlands Institute
for Advanced Studies, Wassenaar; Rutgers University, New Jersey, USA;
University of Tromse, Norway; University of Lund, Sweden; University
of Aarhus, Denmark; Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge
MA, USA.

Of his many publications, it is fitting to first mention that which
established him as one of the foremost linguistic authorities on Germanic
verb movement (Vikner 1995) and which remains a frequently cited
monograph 25 years later. A large part of his subsequent work is focused
on the distribution and structure of the verb and the verb phrase, i.e. the
VP headed by V. It is, therefore, appropriate that the title, The Sign of the
V, features the “V’, the verb, incorporating his initials, S.V. The title brings
in one of his other interests, detective fiction, in particular the Sherlock
Holmes novels. Those familiar with the Holmes stories will recognise the
word play on the novel The Sign of the Four, or in this case, the Roman
V for ‘five’. The front-page artwork features the oak tree, which grows
in a branching pattern that is highly reminiscent of a binary branching
syntactic tree, the version of generative grammar that Sten has always
argued for (e.g. Vikner 2011). Those in search for further symbolism will
note the eerie background, suggestive of a Holmes novel; readers may also
recognise that the font face is Baskerville.

The four projects for which Sten has been investigator reveal the range
of his scientific research area. He has an interest in theoretical syntax,
evident from the project Optimality-theoretic syntax of German and the
other Germanic languages and publications on Optimality Theory (e.g.
Engels & Vikner 2014; Heck et al. 2002; Vikner 2001b,c). Another of
his theoretical interests focuses on the similarities between formal and
functional linguistic theories; he has long advocated facilitating dialogue
among researchers who work in different frameworks. This theoretical
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comparative work first involved clause structure (e.g. Bjerre et al. 2008;
Vikner & Jorgensen 2017) and later nominal syntax with the project
Similarities and differences between clauses and nominals — Comparative
syntax across theoretical approaches. He is also an established authority
on object shift, cf. the project: Object positions — Comparative syntax
in a cross-theoretical perspective (Vikner, 1994a, 2001b, 2005a, 2017c;
Engels & Vikner 2013a, 2014). While constantly concerning himself with
advancing theory, Sten has been thorough in perusing empirical data. For
example, he has contributed to the database of variation in Danish through
his involvement in the project Danish Dialect Syntax, where he and Henrik
Jorgensen collaborated.

The comparative approach to the study of linguistics has always
been important to Sten, whether comparing theories or languages (e.g.
Vikner 2007). The scope of comparison is sometimes the Germanic
family, as in his PhD dissertation, 1995 monograph, and Habilitation,
as well as in subsequent work (Vikner 1990, 1995, 2001c¢c, 2005b, 2017
a,b). At other times, the comparison is narrower, e.g. the Scandinavian
languages (Johnson & Vikner 1994; Thrainsson & Vikner 1995; Vikner
1997a). He does also attend to his native language, Danish (Kizach &
Vikner 2018; Vikner 1988, 1991) or focus on comparisons with some of
the less widely spoken Germanic languages, such as Faroese (Heycock
et al. 2012), Yiddish (Vikner 2003) and Afrikaans (Biberauer & Vikner
2017). Although he is well known for his work on verb movement,
particularly the clausal left periphery (Schwartz & Vikner 2007; Vikner
1991, 2017a; Vikner, Christensen & Nyvad 2017), Sten has not neglected
the nominal domain (Vikner 2001a, 2014; Wood & Vikner 2011). He has
also has worked on tense, aspect, modality and event structure (Grimshaw
& Vikner 1993; Thrainsson & Vikner 1995; Vikner 1988). Judging from
the many co-authors in the reference list, it is evident that Sten is a team
player, collaborating, over the years, with many colleagues internationally,
but also very close to home, including his father (S. Vikner & C. Vikner
1997; C. Vikner & S. Vikner 2008).

Sten’s colleagues are grateful for his service to the field, particularly
his work as editor of the Nordic Journal of Linguistics (2001-2015), his
continual support of young researchers as head of the PhD programme
Language, Linguistics & Cognition, University of Aarhus (2011-2016)
and his work as head of the research programme in Language Science,
University of Aarhus. Thank you, Sten, and many happy returns.

Ken Ramshej Christensen, Henrik Jorgensen, and Johanna L. Wood
Aarhus. November 2019.
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Til en ung en kjekk en kar: Indefinite determiner
spreading in Scandinavian and beyond'

Merete Anderssen?, Artemis Alexiadou®™ ¢ & Terje Lohndal®®
aUiT The Arctic University of Norway, ® Humboldt University of
Berlin, ¢ Leibniz-ZAS, ¢ NTNU Norwegian University of Science
and Technology

Abstract

This study investigates multiple indefinite determiners in structures involving
adjectival modification in a Norwegian dialect. Determiner spreading
has been observed in numerous non-standard Germanic varieties but has
been most extensively explored in Modern Greek. This paper considers
recurring indefinites in Norwegian in light of Greek polydefinites, finding
numerous similarities. In both languages, structures involving multiple
determiners allow violations of adjectival ordering restrictions (AORs) and
are prohibited with adjectives that may not occur in predicative position.
However, these similarities are only apparent, as both can be explained by
the fact that polyindefinites in Norwegian involve parallel direct modification.
Furthermore, they are homophonous with nominal proforms such as a big one
(en stor en). These facts, together with their prosodic characteristics, hints at
an analysis where these polyindefinites are nominal proforms.

1. Introduction
While the occurrence of multiple definite articles in the presence of
adjectival modification in languages such as Modern Greek is a well-known

1 Weare proud to be able to present this paper to our dear friend Sten Vikner. Sten has
influenced research into especially Scandinavian languages from a generative perspective
for decades, including our own work, and we are looking forward to being further
influenced for many years to come. The data from Senja in this paper were collected as
part of the ScanDiaSyn project. Alexiadou’s research was partly funded by DFG project
AL 554/8-1.

Ken Ramshgj Christensen, Henrik Jorgensen & Johanna L. Wood (eds.). 2019.
The Sign of the V — Papers in Honour of Sten Vikner.

Dept. of English, School of Communication & Culture, Aarhus University,

pp. 13-39, doi:10.7146/aul.348.87. © The author(s).
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and well-studied linguistic phenomenon (cf. e.g. Alexiadou & Wilder 1998;
Alexiadou 2014; Kolliakou 2004, Lekakou & Szendroi 2007; Ramaglia
2007; Leu 2009; and Lekakou 2017), the existence of multiple indefinite
articles with adjectival modifiers has received considerably less attention in
the literature. This paper aims to bridge this gap by studying a phenomenon
which looks like recursive indefinite articles, or polyindefiniteness, in a
North Norwegian dialect spoken on the island of Senja.

In the Senja dialect, multiple indefinite articles can be found in
indefinite noun phrases involving one or more adjectives, as illustrated
in (la) — (1c). The presence of all except the first article is optional, as
indicated by parentheses. Furthermore, all adjectives must precede the
noun (1d).

(1) Norwegian, Senja dialect

a. ei stor (ei) fin (ei) seng
a.F big M/F (a.F) fine M/F (a.F) bed
‘a big nice bed’

b. en stor (en) fin (en) gutt
a.M big M/F (a.M) fine. M/F (a.M) boy
‘a big nice boy’

c. et stor-t (et) fin-t (et) hus
a.N big-N  (a.N) fine-N  (a.N) house
‘a big nice house’

d. *en stor en  gutt en fin.
a bigM a boy a fine. M

Note that adjectives in Norwegian also inflect for gender, although due to
syncretism between the masculine and the feminine gender, there is only
a two-way opposition between the syncretic form and the neuter form.
The adjectival inflection is often called the ‘strong adjectival paradigm’,
to illustrate that definite forms inflect differently (the ‘weak adjectival
paradigm’), as shown in (2).
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(2) Norwegian, Senja dialect
det stor-e fin-e hus-e
the.N  big-wedk nice-wEAK  house-DEF.N
‘the big nice house’

This paper will investigate the various restrictions on the distribution of
polyindefinites, as well as another phenomenon which strongly resembles
these structures, namely the possible addition of the vowel -e with adjectives
in indefinite noun phrases. Such an investigation involves considering
to what extent these multiple indefinites share any characteristics with
polydefinites, or so-called Determiner Spreading (DS), in Modern Greek
and determining to what extent they can be represented in similar ways. As
we will see, the two construction types share some important characteristics,
but are also different in several ways.

This article is organized as follows. Section 2 considers recursive
indefinite articles and adjectives in the dialect of Senja. Conversely, section
3 does the same but for definite articles and adjectives in Greek. In section 4,
the data from the Senja dialect will be compared with determiner spreading
in Modern Greek. Two analytic questions concerning the recursive article
and the predicativity of adjectives are addressed in section 5. Section 6
concludes the paper.

2. An overview of polyindefinites and recursive -e in the Senja
dialect
As illustrated in (1) above, the Senja dialect of Norwegian optionally
allows recursive indefinite articles in modified indefinite noun phrases.
These articles can appear with all the three genders, and all except the first
article can be omitted. However, when multiple articles occur, there is a
preference for them to appear with all the adjectives. The phenomenon
under investigation is referred to as a recursive article, but thus far this
term is mainly used for convenience, as the exact status of the element is
not clear (see section 2.3 below).

Indefinite determiner doubling has been reported from a range of non-
standard varieties across Germanic. (3)-(5) provide some examples from
the literature (see also Lekakou 2017 on article doubling more generally).
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(3) North Swedish (Delsing 1993: 143)
en stor en ful en kar
a big a wugly a guy
‘a big ugly guy’

(4)  Ziirich German (Weber 1948: 203)
Mer woisched en richt en gueten Apitit.
We  wish a real a good appetite
‘Enjoy your meal.’

(5) Bavarian (Kallulli & Rothmayr 2008: 97)
a so a groPfa bua
a so a big boy
‘such a big boy’

However, as Wood & Vikner (2013) point out, these examples can also be
found in written corpora, e.g., in English and in Danish (see also Vannebo
1972 on Norwegian).

(6) My rules are to cut down drinking, control my temper if [ am
drinking, not to drink in a such a large group and not to waste
much money. (Wood 2002: 109)

(7)  Danish (Wood & Vikner 2013: 518)
Det modsatte er, at du ere
The opposite is that you are

en sddan en smart fyr, der er meget ude om natten.
a such a smart guy whois much out at night

(8)  Danish (Wood & Vikner 2013: 519)
Menet sa stort et prosjekt i byens hjerte kraever
But a.N so big.N a.N project  in town.the’s heart demands

selvsagt et langt hejere informationsgrad.
of-course a far  higher information.degree

Wood & Vikner argue that the use of this article is not confined to a
particular style or register in either English or Danish. Native speakers
report that such examples need a comma intonation in order for them to
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be acceptable. A full investigation of these constructions remains to be
conducted in Danish, so we turn our attention to another Scandinavian
variety, namely the dialect of Senja in Northern Norway.

The recursive article usually appears in structures which are highly
descriptive. A few examples found through a Google search are provided
in (9)-(11) below:?

(9) Norwegian
Noen bilder fra en flott en vinterdag i Finnvikdalen.
some photos from a lovely a winter.day in Finnvik.valley
‘Some photos of a beautiful winter’s day in Finnvikdalen.’

(10) Norwegian
Det gir oss en flott en okning pa 27%.
That gives us a great an increase on 27%
‘That provides us with a great increase of 27%.’

(11) Norwegian
Amazon  mener & se et stort et potensial...
Amazon mean to see a large a potential...
‘Amazon believes there to be a great potential...’

In fact, recursive articles very often appear and feel most natural in
exclamative constructions of the kind what a . Again, consider a
couple of examples from Google (12), and a couple of our own examples
(13).

(12) Norwegian
a. For en flott en hjemmeside du har!
What a nice a home page  you have
‘What a nice home page you’ve got!’

2 Itis interesting that it is possible to find examples with recursive articles through Google
searches. Our guess would be that these are the result of the mixed oral/written status
of a number of the functions of the web, such as blogs and chat rooms, which makes it
possible to use forms that are non-standard in writing. Another possibility is that they are
quite simply errors, but we do not think this is very likely. Whether these are all written
by speakers of North Norwegian dialects, or whether there are other areas where the
same structures are used, is not clear. Also, the google searches give very many examples
of the structure in Danish, raising similar questions.
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b. For en flott en presentasjon!
What a nice a presentation
‘What a nice presentation!’

(13) a. Forr ei stor ei fin ei pial3
What a big a nicea girl
‘What a nice big girl!’

b. Forr en falsk en faen!
What a false a devil
‘What a lying bastard!’

Additionally, recursive structures resemble intensifying structures with
sd ‘so’, which are found in all dialects of Norwegian. In these structures,
adjectives are followed by an indefinite article. The following examples
illustrate the phenomenon, all taken from Google (see also Wood & Vikner
2011 on Danish, English and German).

(14) Norwegian
a. Safin en gryte du fikk!
So nice a pot you got
‘What a nice pot you got!’

b. ... han hadde hatt sa fin en drem.
he had had so nice a dream
‘... he had had such a nice dream.’

c. Ah, sa fin en by! Ah, sa fin en tur!
Ah, so nicea city ah, so nicea trip
‘Ah, what a city! Ah, what a trip!”

d. og det var ikke en fullt si fin en  tanke.
and that was not a quite so nice a thought
‘... and that was not quite as nice a thought.’

These facts suggest that the recursive article is related to an intensifying
interpretation (see also Alexiadou 2010: 12), unlike Greek, as we will see
in sections 3 and 4.

3 This s very typical use of the polyindefinite as a comment on somebody’s baby.



Til en ung en kjekk en kar ... 19

In the next section, we will consider some of the literature on the
much more well-studied phenomenon of polydefiniteness in Modern
Greek in order to determine whether it shares any characteristics with
polyindefiniteness found in North Norwegian.

3. An overview of polydefiniteness in Greek

Multiple definite determiners have been observed in a number of
languages; the most well-known and well-studied of these is probably
so-called Determiner Spreading (DS) or polydefiniteness in Greek. This
section will consider some of the characteristics of this phenomenon to
see how it compares with the recursive indefinites found in the North
Norwegian Senja dialect. However, it is already clear that DS in Greek
is fundamentally different from polyindefinitess in Norwegian in at least
two ways: First, there is an important difference between the two in the
sense that we are considering definites in one language and indefinites in
the other. Second, we will suggest that the recursive article in Norwegian
is post-adjectival rather than pre-adjectival. Nevertheless, there are some
ways in which Norwegian polyindefiniteness resembles polydefiniteness
in Greek, and because of this it is helpful to consider the Greek case in
some more detail.

Determiner Spreading in Greek is a phenomenon that occurs in the
presence of two or more adjectives in definite noun phrases. It is obligatory
when the adjectives appear post-nominally. While the order of the various
adjectives is rigid in general (15), DS leads to a freer word order (16)
(Alexiadou & Wilder 1998: 303). However, the order of adjectives cannot
be scrambled if they all appear pre-nominally; it is necessary for the noun
to move away from its base position for this to happen (Alexiadou &
Wilder 1998: 316-317; Alexiadou 2014) (17).4

(15) Greek (Alexiadou & Wilder 1998: 317)
a. to megalo kokkino vivlio
the big red book

b. *to vivlio kokkino megalo
the book red big

4 According to Alexiadou and Wilder (1998: 317), this order is only acceptable if kokkino
‘red’ is contrastively stressed. However, according to Ramaglia (2007), some speakers
consider (17) acceptable even without contrastive focus/stress.



20 Merete Anderssen, Artemis Alexiadou & Terje Lohndal

(16) Greek (Alexiadou & Wilder 1998: 316-317)
a. to megaloto kokkino to vivlio
the big the red the book

b. to vivlioto kokkino to megalo
the book the red the big

(17) Greek (Alexiadou & Wilder 1998: 317)
*to kokkino to megalo to vivlio
the red the big the book

Modified indefinite noun phrases in Greek do not involve any DS, but
nevertheless permit a relatively free word order (18). However, the
indefinite article can only appear once in these structures, as illustrated in

(19).

(18) Greek (Marinis 2003: 168)
a. ena meghalo petrino spiti
a/one big stone-made house

b. ena meghalo spiti  petrino
a/one big house stone-made

c. ena petrino spiti  meghalo
a/one stone-made house big

d. ena spiti  meghalo petrino
a/one house big stone-made

e. ena spiti  petrino meghalo
a/one house stone-made big

(19) Greek (Marinis 2003: 168)
*ena meghalo ena petrino ena spiti
a big a stone-made a  house

Alexiadou (2014) argued that the reason why multiple indefinite determiners
are out is because the indefinite article is actually a numeral, i.e. an AP in
its own right, and as a result it cannot be doubled.
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4. Greek polydefiniteness and Norwegian polyindefiniteness
compared

If we compare the findings in section 3 to polyindefiniteness in the Senja
dialect, we find that general Adjectival Ordering Restrictions (AORs)
apply to both indefinites and definites in Norwegian (20), while the order
is less restrictive with polyindefinites (21). However, all adjectives must be
prenominal (22), which is different from Greek DS, where it appears that
the adjectives can scramble only when the noun also has scrambled (see
the examples in (15)-(17) above).

(20) Norwegian
a. en stor fin red vase
a big nicered vase
‘a nice big red vase’

b. *en red stor fin vase
a red big nice vase

c. den  store fine rede vase-n
the.m/F big nice red vase-DEF
‘the nice big red vase’

d. *den rode store fine vase-n
the.m/r red big nice vase-DEF

(21) en rod en fin en stor en vase
a red a nicea big a vase
‘ared, nice, big vase’

(22) *en vase en stor en fin
a vase a big a nice

Note, however, that in examples such as (21), in which the adjectives do
not follow AORs, there is no accompanying marked interpretation of the
noun phrase.

Returning to polydefiniteness in Greek, it has been shown that it is
prohibited with non-intersective adjectives of the type alleged and former
and with ethnic adjectives, including nationality adjectives occurring with



22 Merete Anderssen, Artemis Alexiadou & Terje Lohndal

event nominals, and names® (for relevant examples and other adjectives
that resist DS, see e.g., Alexiadou & Wilder 1998; Kolliakou 1999; Marinis
2003; Ramaglia 2007). Consider (23):

(23) Greek (Ramaglia 2007: 164)
a. o ipotithemenos (*o0) dolofonos
the alleged (*the) murderer

b. o proin (¥o) proedhros
the former (*the) president

c. i italiki (*i) isvoli
the Italian (*the) invasion

All of these share the characteristic that they would be ungrammatical with
the adjective in predicative position, and this has resulted in Alexiadou
& Wilder (1998) proposing an analysis of the phenomenon inspired by
Kayne’s (1994) analysis of attributive adjectives. Alexiadou & Wilder
suggest that the adjectives occurring with DS originate in relative clauses
which are complements of the determiners. Furthermore, they argue that
the fact that modified indefinite noun phrases also permit scrambling in
Modern Greek suggests that these structures should be given the same
representation as their definite counterparts involving DS. Leu (2009)
also takes Greek polydefinites to originate as relative clauses, but unlike
Alexiadou & Wilder (1998), he claims that this is true of all attributive
adjectives, including non-intersective ones.®

This seeming ban on polydefiniteness with adjectives that cannot be
used predicatively found in Greek appears to apply to polyindefinites as
well, as adjectives that cannot be used predicatively cannot occur with the
recursive article (24). However, in Norwegian, the ungrammaticality of
nationality adjectives also extends to non-event nominals, as illustrated in

5 With names, such as the North Pole (ia) and the White House (ib), the predicative use is
ungrammatical under the relevant interpretation.
i) a. o Vorios (*o) Polos

the North Pole
b. o Lefkos (*o) Ikos
the White House

6 According to Leu, there is some variation between native speakers regarding whether
they accept non-intersective adjectives in DS structures or not.
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(24d). The adjective Norwegian is perfectly acceptable as the predicate of
the noun artist, as shown in (24¢).

(24) Norwegian
a. *en pastatt en morder
an alleged a murderer

b. *en tidligere en skuespiller
a former a actor

c. *en norsk en invasjon
a Norwegian an invasion

d. *en norsk en artist
a Norwegian an artist

e. Artist-en var norsk.
Artist-pEF was — Norwegian
‘The artist was Norwegian.’

The fact that nationality adjectives which can appear in predicative position
may be used in polyindefinites suggests that predicativity might not play
as important a role for these structures as it might appear. This issue will
be returned to in section 5, as we consider the interpretive impact of article
recursion in Greek and Norwegian.

The interpretation of Greek polydefinites has been considered to
varying degrees in the literature. In some cases, such as Alexiadou &
Wilder (1998), DS is not ascribed any particular interpretation as compared
to monadic definites. This view is shared by Lekakou & Szendréi (2007),
who in fact explicitly argue that there is no particular interpretation
connected to these structures. There are some studies where polydefinites
are claimed to have an interpretive impact (for a summary, see Alexiadou
2014), however, and one of these is Kolliakou (2004). Kolliakou argues
that monadic definites and polydefinites are semantically identical, but that
while both kinds of definites are associated with the kind of uniqueness
constraints that applies to definites in general, the latter are also dependent
on some notion of contrast with alternative elements that are contextually
salient. A similar view is expressed in Ramaglia (2007). This is an effect
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that is frequently achieved by deaccenting in other languages. Kolliakou

(2004: 268) illustrates deaccenting with the following dialogue (25):

(25) Ann:
Clara:
Ann:
Clara:

The DPs the blue shirt and the red shirt are prosodically different in the
sense that in the former, the nuclear accent (in small capitals) is on the noun,
while in the latter, it is on the adjective red. In the second DP, the noun has
been deaccented to contrast the red with the blue shirt. As mentioned, the
same kind of contrast can be expressed either through deaccenting or with
the use of polydefinites in Greek, according to Kolliakou (2004). This is

What did you get Ben for Christmas?
I gave him [ a blue sHIRT].

What did you get Diane?

I got her [, a RED shirt].

illustrated in the following dialogue:

(26) Greek (Kolliakou 2004: 269)

a. Zoe:

b. Daphne:

b’. Daphne:

b’ .Daphne:

c. Zoe:

Ti pires tu  Yanni gia ta
What.acc got.2sc the John-Gen for the
christugena?

christmas

‘What did you get Yannis for Christmas?’

(Tu pira) [y tin asemia PENA]
He.Gen  got.Isg the silver pen.acc
‘I got him the silver pen.’

#(Tu pira) [ . tin ASEMIA pena]
#‘1 got him the silver pen.’

#(Tu pira) [ tin asemia tin pena]

#‘1 got him the silver PO\ efinie’

>

Ti pires tis  Maria?
What.acc got.2s¢ the  Mary-GEN
‘What did you get Maria?’
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d. Daphne: (Tis pira) [ tin chrisi tin  pena]
She.GEN  got.1sg the golden the pen.acc
‘I got her the golden pen_ ... . .°

d’. Daphne: (Tis pira) [, _tin CHRISI pena]
‘I got her the golden pen.’

d”.Daphne: #(Tis pira) [, tin chrisi PENA]
#°1 got her the golden pen.’

Thus, it appears that Greek polydefinites are interpreted with contrastive
focus on the adjective, but this is not the case for Norwegian polyindefinites.
A context such as (25) above is not appropriate for the recursive indefinite
article. Rather, Norwegian polyindefinites seem to have the quality that
they intensify the interpretation of the adjective that they cooccur with.
Our comparison between the determiner spreading phenomena found
in Greek and Norwegian reveals that both allow scrambling of adjectives
and that both are prohibited with non-predicative adjectives. However,
there are some differences as well, as we have seen that Norwegian
polyindefinites are not permitted with nationality adjectives, even when
they appear with non-event nominals. Furthermore, we have seen that the
two recursion phenomena yield very different interpretations. In the next
section, we will consider a couple of issues in some more detail, which will
prepare the ground for a more detailed formal analysis in future work.

5. Some analytical questions

In this section, we will consider two analytical questions that pertain
to polyindefiniteness: The status of the recursive article and adjectival
inflection in 5.1, and in 5.2 the relationship between polyindefiniteness,
predicativity, and adjectives.

5.1 The status of the recursive article and adjectival inflection

The Senja dialect, like many other Germanic varieties, distinguishes
between strong and weak adjectives; strong adjectives appear in indefinite
noun phrases (and predicatively) and are referred to as such among other
things because they are marked for gender, as illustrated in section 1 above.
The weak adjectival inflection is found in definite noun phrases and is
characterised by displaying the same form in all genders and numbers (27).
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In the Senja dialect, as well as some other North Norwegian varieties, there
exists something which looks like an extra adjectival inflection (-e). This
inflection may occur in modified indefinite noun phrases. This adjectival
ending will henceforth be referred to as adjectival -e, and is illustrated in
(28).

(27) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. det stor-e fin-e hus-e
the.N big-weak  nice-wEAK house-DEF

b. den stor-e fin-e seng-a
the.m/F  big-WEAK nice-WEAK  bed-DEF

c. den stor-e fin-e gutt-n
the.M/r  big-we4k  nice-WEAK  boy-DEF
‘the nice big house/bed/boy’

(28) Norwegian, Senja dialect
ei stor(-e) fin(-e) seng
a.F big-e nice-e bed
‘a nice big bed’

A comparison between (27b) and (28) shows that the adjectival -e appearing
in the indefinite noun phrase resembles the weak adjectival inflection, but
this similarity is only apparent. A closer comparison between the two
reveals that they are different prosodically. The adjectival -e that appears
in indefinite noun phrases imposes pitch accent 1 (high-low), while the
weak adjectival inflection imposes pitch accent 2 (low-high-low) (see
Kristoffersen 2000 on this difference in Norwegian more generally).
Interestingly, the recursive article patterns with the adjectival -e and takes
pitch accent 1.

(29) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. den ?[stor-e] gutt-en
the.m  big-weak  boy-DEF

b. en ![stor-e] gutt
am big-e boy

c. en ![stor en] gutt
am big awm boy
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The fact that both occur post-adjectivally and impose pitch accent 1
suggests that the adjectival -e and the recursive indefinite article might
be slightly different spell-outs of the same element. Relatedly, the post-
adjectival indefinite article appears to be prosodified with the preceding
adjective rather than the following adjective or noun, making (30a) and not
(30b) the correct representation of the element in question. This raises the
question of whether the recursive article is a true article.

(30) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. en [stor en] [fin en] gutt
b. [en stor] [en fin] [en gutt]
a big a nice a boy

Naturally, this prosodification does not preclude the possibility that the
relevant element is an article; it is well known that prosodic and syntactic
structure do not always overlap. Thus, the term recursive article will be
used here for practical purposes. The possibility that the form used in
these contexts is a post-adjectival element of some kind opens up the
question of what the exact status of this element is, a question we will
return to below.

The claim that adjectival -e and the recursive indefinite article spell
out at least partly overlapping features is reinforced by the fact that they
occur in complimentary distribution, as illustrated in (31) below.

(31) Norwegian, Senja dialect
ei stor-e (*ei) fin-e (*ei) seng
a.r big-e (a.F) nice-e (a.F) bed

However, there is one important difference between the two: While the
recursive indefinite article appears with nouns in all genders, the adjectival
-e is only found on adjectives that are not overtly marked for gender. Recall
that we distinguished between strong and weak adjectives above, where
strong adjectives were described as occurring in indefinite noun phrases
and having overt gender (and number) marking. A closer look at these
reveals that it is in fact only neuter adjectives that have clear overt gender
marking, and the adjectival -e can only occur with the forms that do not,
namely the syncretic masculine and feminine forms. This is illustrated in
(32a-c), which is equivalent to (1), but with the adjectival -e rather than
the recursive indefinite article. As shown in (32d), stripping the neuter
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adjective of its inflection does not improve the acceptability of the noun
phrase. Furthermore, the only strong adjective that is overtly inflected
for gender in the masculine and the feminine forms, /iten (small), cannot
occur with the adjectival -e, irrespective of whether the gender marking is
present or not (32e-f).

(32) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. ei stor-e fin-e seng
a.r big-e fine-e bed

b. en stor-e fin-e gutt
a.m big-e fine-e boy

c. *et stor-t-e fin-t-e hus
a.N big-N-e fine-N-¢  house

d. *et stor-e fin-e hus
a.N big-e fine-e house

e. *en lit-en-e/lit-e gutt
a.m small-m-e/small-e boy

f. *ei lit-a-e/lit-e jente
a.r small-F-e/small-e  girl

So far, we have seen that the Norwegian Senja dialect permits recursive
indefinite articles. However, these articles are prosodified as enclitic rather
than proclitic on the adjectives, suggesting that they are post-adjectival
elements rather than pre-adjectival articles. This impression is reinforced
by the existence of the adjectival -e which also may be used in indefinite
noun phrases and can be shown to be in complimentary distribution with
the recursive article. Both the recursive article and the adjectival -e impose
pitch accent 1 on the adjective and article/-e combination. The two are
different, however, in the sense that while the article form can occur with
nouns and adjectives of any gender, the adjectival -e can only appear with
adjectives without overt gender marking. This suggests that what has been
referred to as a recursive article here is in fact not an article at all, though
the name is maintained for practical reasons.
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Numerous different analyses have been proposed for the recursive
article. Delsing (1993) originally proposed that they are all articles. This
captures the plural indefinite article in these Northern Swedish varieties,
cf. (33):

(33) North Swedish (Delsing 1993: 144)
sma a stena
small a.pL stones

However, this analysis needs to capture the different status from the
main indefinite article, which we can see when considering the Northern
Norwegian plural indefinite article as in (34).

(34) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. Han hadde ei *(stor-e) tre i hage-n.
he  had  arF big-pL tree.N.PL in garden-DEF
‘He had some (big) trees in the garden.’

b. Forr *(ei) (stor-e) hend-er
what a.r  big-pL  hand-pL
‘What (big) hands!’

As (34) illustrates, the plural indefinite article only occurs in structures
that are either modified (34a) or exclamative (34b). Importantly, in these
contexts, the indefinite article cannot be recursive.

We will now consider three further hypotheses about the status of the
recursive article. First, we explore the possibility that it is an adjectival
inflection of some kind. Second, we consider an analysis whereby the
recursive article is a spurious article. Lastly, we discuss an analysis whereby
the recursive article is a nominal proform, arguing that this captures two
important properties, namely the intensified interpretation and the parallel
direct modification that it imposes.

We start by looking at the possibility that it is an adjectival inflection.
It has been suggested in Julien (2005) and Anderssen (2006) that the
recursive article could be the spell-out of the head of the phrase which
has the Adjectival Projection in its specifier position. Anderssen further
argues that the adjectival -e represents a non-gender-marked form of the
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same head. Recall that we have already seen that both the adjectival -e and
the recursive article take pitch accent 1 in combination with the preceding
adjective. This also seems to support the view that both should be regarded
as adjectival inflections. Consider (35a-b), repeated from (29b-c) above.

(35) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. en ![stor-e] gutt
a.m big-e boy

c. en ![stor en] gutt
am big awm boy

The view that multiple determiners originate as adjectival inflections has
also been argued by Leu (2009). Leu develops an analysis of Greek DS
that takes the recursive definite article to be the expression of adjectival
inflection. We will not go into the details of his approach here but briefly
note two arguments against pursuing such an approach to Norwegian
polyindefinites: Taking the view that the recursive article is an adjectival
inflection also does not explain why it is incompatible with non-predicative
adjectives. Nor does it provide us with any insight into why it is accompanied
by an intensive interpretation and parallel direct modification.

The second proposal to be considered holds that the recursive article is
a spurious article (Bennis, Corver & den Dikken 1998; Alexiadou 2014).
Specifically, Alexiadou proposes that the recursive article is a relator/
linker (cf. den Dikken 2006) in a predicative small clause structure. (36)
illustrates this for the indefinite article en ‘a.m’.

(36) [,,enl[,, F [, NPenAP]]]

Wood & Vikner (2013) argue against this based on two arguments. First,
only the second of two doubled articles in Northern Swedish has special
properties (Delsing 1993: 144). Second, sometimes the first and sometimes
the second of the two doubled articles in Austrian German and Swiss German
can take on a special and non-agreeing form (Kallulli & Rothmayr 2008:
127). Their own data from Danish and English also suggest that there are
interpretational effects associated with the presence of the recursive article.
In terms of the Senja dialect, it is also worth mentioning that unlike e.g.,
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Northern Swedish, the recursive article in Northern Norwegian does not
have a plural form. That is, something like (37) is entirely unacceptable.’

(37) Norwegian, Senja dialect
*tre  stor-e ei fin-e jente
three big-pL a.F nice-pL girls

We take this to suggest that the recursive article is not a spurious article.

A more promising line of inquiry may be the third and final proposal
that the recursive indefinite article is a nominal proform following each
adjective. Several Germanic languages, including English and Norwegian,
make use of nominal proforms in the presence of adjectives, and in
Norwegian these proforms are homonymous with the indefinite articles.
Consider some examples in (38).

(38) English
a. [ bought a new dress, a blue one.

Norwegian

b. Jeg lever I en drem, en vill en.
I live in am dream am wild a.m
‘I’m living in a dream, a wild one.’

c. De har kjopt nytt hus, et stort et.
They have bought new house a.n big a.n
‘They have bought a new house, a big one.’

d. Jeg onsker meg ny seng, ei stor ei.
1 wish REFL new bed a.F big ar
‘I wish for a new bed, a big one.’

In Norwegian, these nominal proforms only occur in indefinite noun
phrases. It should also be noted that adjectives can be stacked in these
structures.

" The form i can be used as a quantifier of some sort, akin to noen ‘somebody’ in cases
like (i).
(i) Han hadde ei store  hender/fgtter/gra.
He had aFr big.r. hands/feet/ears
However, in such environments, € cannot be recursive.



32 Merete Anderssen, Artemis Alexiadou & Terje Lohndal

(39) Norwegian
a. Marit har kjopte (et) nytt hus, et stort,fint *(et).
Marit has bought a new house a big nice one (lit. a.n)

b. Marit har kjept (et) nytt hus, et stort (et) fint *(et).
Marit has bought a new house a big one nice one (lit. a.n)

Thus, an analysis that takes the recurring indefinite articles to be nominal
proforms appears to be a promising avenue to pursue.

5.2 Parallel direct modification and the ban on non-predicative
adjectives

So far, we have established a number of facts about the recursive indefinite
article in Norwegian. We have seen that it is used in highly descriptive
contexts and intensifies the interpretation of the adjective in these
situations. The addition of these articles furthermore makes it possible
to scramble the adjectives. In this subsection, the interpretive effect
of polyindefinites will be considered in the context of Sproat & Shih’s
(1991) notion of parallel direct modification. As we will see, noun phrases
involving indefinite article recursion exhibit all the characteristics of
parallel direct modification. Furthermore, it will be argued that the ban
on non-predicative adjectives with recursive articles is not related to the
predicative nature of these adjectives, but rather to two different facts:
First, non-predicative adjectives are not easily intensified. Second, they
always scope over adjectives that occur further down in the structure and
hence cannot be involved in parallel direct modification.

Sproat & Shih (1991) discusses parallel direct modification as a
phenomenon in which all the adjectives modify the noun directly without
scoping over one another, and in which Adjectival Ordering Restrictions
(AORs) do not apply. Recall that we have shown that AORs generally apply
with Norwegian adjectives, which is why (40a) is acceptable, while (40b)
is not. However, there are exceptions to AORs; one of these is illustrated
in (40c) in which the adjective rod (red) receives contrastive focus/stress,
indicated here by small capitals.

(40) Norwegian
a. en stor rod vase
a big red vase
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b. *en red stor vase
a red big vase

C. en R@D stor vase
a red big vase

Another exception to AORs is parallel direct modification, as discussed in
Sproat & Shih (1991). Parallel direct modification is typically found with
adjectives that are realised as separate prosodic units. This fact explains
why the scrambled order is fine in (41a) and (41b), but not in (40b) above.
In (41a) each adjective is made into a prosodic unit by turning them into
compounds, while in (41b) this is ensured by inserting a break between
the adjectives (so-called ‘comma’ intonation). In both these cases, each
adjective modifies the noun directly without scoping over the adjective
following it.

(41) Norwegian
a. enillred  kjempestor vase
a firered giant.big  vase
‘a deep red, gigantic vase’

b. en rod, stor vase
a red big vase

Recall that recursive articles have the characteristic that they permit
scrambling of adjectives without inducing a marked interpretation of the
noun phrase as a whole. Furthermore, the recursive article makes each
adjective a separate prosodic unit. This means that polyindefinites exhibit
all the characteristics of direct parallel modification, and we will argue
that this is exactly the effect that polyindefinites (and the adjectival -e) in
Norwegian have on the interpretation of the adjectives and the noun phrase
as a whole. Compare (41) and (42):

(42) Norwegian, Senja dialect
en rod en stor en vase (parallel dir. mod.)
a red a big a vase
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Thus, it appears that polyindefinites permit scrambling because they fall
within the typical examples of exceptions to AORs. That is, they are
instances of parallel direct modification.

Recall that nationality adjectives, such as Norwegian, like non-
intersective ones, cannot occur in polyindefinites when they occur with an
event nominal, such as in (43a) below, repeated from (24c). This could be
attributed to the fact that nationality adjectives cannot occur in predicative
position with event nominals, as illustrated in (43b). However, as shown in
(24d) and (24e) in the previous section, repeated here as (43c) and (43d),
this ban extends to nationality adjectives when they do not appear with
event nominals as well, and thus can occur in predicative position.

(43) Norwegian
a. *en norsk en invasjon
a Norwegian an invasion

b. *invasjon-en var norsk
invasion-pEF was Norwegian

c. *en norsk en artist
a Norwegian an artist

d. Artist-en var norsk.
artist-DEF was Norwegian

This observation makes us question whether non-predicativity really is a
central characteristic of polyindefinites. This impression is reinforced by
the fact noted above that non-intersective adjectives such as former and
alleged cannot take part in parallel direct modification. These observations
strenghten the impression that polyindefinitess is fundamentally different
from polydefiniteness. The predicative nature of DS in Greek has been
at the core of some approaches to this phenomenon, such as for example
Alexiadou & Wilder (1998). Note, however, that as discussed in Alexiadou
(2014), predicativity is not the only factor enabling adjectives to appear in
polydefiniteness, since e.g., numerals may appear in predicative position,
but do not appear in DS. Thus, Alexiadou (2014) concludes that at least for
DS what is necessary is a restrictive interpretation of the adjective.

We have already seen that the recursive indefinite article in the Senja
dialect is different from Greek DS in the sense that it does not cause
any of the adjectives to be focussed, irrespective of whether the order is



Til en ung en kjekk en kar ... 35

scrambled or not. We have also suggested that the interpretive effect of the
recursive indefinite article is that it (i) causes all the adjectives to modify
the noun directly and (ii) leads to an intensified interpretation of the noun
phrase. The former fact is illustrated in (42) above, while the latter was
shown in (12)—(13) in section 2, and illustrated the strong preference for
polyindefinites to appear in exclamatives. Example (13) is repeated here
for convenience.

(13) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. Forr ei stor ei fin ei pia!
What a big a nicea girl
‘What a nice big girl!’

b. Forr en falsk en faen!
what a false a devil
‘What a lying bastard!’

It is possible that the dispreference for non-predicative adjectives with
recursive articles is the result of the highly descriptive, intensified nature of
polyindefinites. Consider (28) below, which illustrates that non-predicative
adjectives are not compatible with exclamatives. This suggests that these
adjectives are not descriptive enough to co-occur with the recursive
article in the Senja dialect. Note also that the exclamatives in (44) are
unacceptable irrespective of whether the recursive article is present or not,
as the adjectives themselves are incompatible with the kind of grading
involved.

(44) Norwegian, Senja dialect
a. *Forr en pastatt (en) morder!
What an alleged a murderer

b. *Ferr en tidligere (en) president!
What a  former a president

c. *Forr en norsk (en) invasjon!
What a  Norwegian an invasion

d. *Ferr en norsk (en) artist!
What a  Norwegian an artist
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In light of this, it is unlikely that these nominals originate as relative clauses,
while monadic indefinites do not. The ban on non-predicative adjectives
can be ascribed to other characteristics of these elements.

Related to this is the following observation: We sketched above an
analysis, according to which articles are actually resumptive nominal
proforms. The literature on nominal ellipsis has pointed out that there
are certain restrictions as to the type of adjectives that may participate in
ellipsis. For instance, Sleeman (1996) argues that only adjectives that are
partitive can participate in ellipsis (see also Alexiadou & Gengel 2012).
The adjectives that are not licensed in poly-indefiniteness typically do not
allow such readings.

In this subsection, we have seen that polyindefinites involve parallel
direct modification; the addition of the recursive article turns each
adjective into separate prosodic units that modify the noun directly and
hence permit scrambling of the adjectives. Recursive structures are highly
descriptive and intensify the interpretation of the modified noun phrase.
The ban on non-intersective adjectives in these structures can be attributed
to the impossibility of using direct modification with these adjectives, as
they always scope over any following adjectives. Furthermore, neither
non-intersective nor nationality adjectives can be used in exclamatives,
which suggests that they are not gradable and descriptive enough to appear
in polyindefinites. The fact that these adjectives all are non-predicative
appears to be a coincidence.

An analysis whereby the recursive articles are resumptive nominal
proforms that are spelled out in intensifying nominal expressions involving
direct parallel modification would have to take all the facts described in
the previous sections into account. First, it would need to ensure that the
resumptive forms are coreferential with and get their reference from the
head noun. The (indefinite) DP has to consist of an aP for each adjective,
all branching into oPs containing the adjective (AP) and a nominal
element consisting of the proform en/ei/et (one), thus ensuring parallel
modification.? In the presence of the nominal proform, a has to spell out a
gender-marked adjectival inflection (-f or -@), while when it is absent, o
spells out the adjectival ending -e. The details of such an analysis will still
need to be worked out, and for reasons of space, we leave this for future
work.

8 We note here that Alexiadou & Gengel (2012) offer an alternative analysis, according to
which onein English is actually a classifier and not a pro-form. In Borer’s (2005) system,
one lexicalizes DivP.
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6. Conclusion

In this paper, we have discussed indefinite determiner spreading in
Scandinavian and beyond. We have especially focused on polyindefiniteness
in the Senja dialect of Norway and we have compared the properties of
polyindefiniteness with those of polydefiniteness in Modern Greek. The
two kinds of determiner spreading display different properties, among
other things relating to their interpretation. As we have shown, the recursive
indefinite article in the Senja dialect results in an intensifying interpretation
of the noun phrase. Furthermore, characteristics that at first sight appear to
be shared by the two determiner spreading phenomena, such as the ban on
non-predicative adjectives, on closer examination are found to be caused
by different properties of these adjectives. We have also briefly discussed
the status of the recursive indefinite article in the Senja dialect, tentatively
arguing in favour of a nominal proform analysis.
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The influence of Scots, especially of Robert Burns, on
Danish poets and authors

Torben Arboe
Aarhus University

Abstract

The main theme of this paper is the Jutlandic poet and author Jeppe
Aakjer’s translations of several poems by Robert Burns in the late 19th
century and the beginning of the 20th century. In addition, translations of
Burns’ poems in the middle of the 20th century by another dialect-poet,
Martin N. Hansen, are taken into account, as well as a translation of one of
the longer poems by the author Hans Kirk. However, the inspiration from
Scots already began in the early 19th century with the author St. St. Blicher.

1. Early inspiration around 1800: St. St. Blicher translating
Ossian and Laidlaw

During his years of study in Copenhagen, the Danish poet and author
Steen Steensen Blicher (1782—-1849) became very engaged in the Ossian
epic poems. He certainly believed in the claim of James Macpherson
(1736-1795) that, at remote places in Scotland, he had found the long
stories of the Celtic past by the bard Ossian, and had published them in
1761 and 1763, although Samuel Johnson and others had raised serious
doubts as to the originality of the poems, implying that Macpherson had
written them himself. Blicher’s translation into Standard Danish in two
volumes, first published in 1807 and 1809 (Blicher 1920), was quite well
acknowledged, and at the time he was called “Ossians heldige Oversatter”
[Ossian’s skillful translator] (Nervig 1943: 54). Stylistically, the poems
may be described as a ‘conglomerate of the Bible, the Iliad and the Aeneid’
which corresponded to the image people at Macpherson’s time wanted to

Ken Ramshej Christensen, Henrik Jorgensen & Johanna L. Wood (eds.). 2019.
The Sign of the V — Papers in Honour of Sten Vikner.
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have of their forefathers; the gloomy style is more or less transferred to
some of Blicher’s writings about life on the heath and in rural parts of
Jutland (Nervig 1943: 49ff.). Some years later, Blicher became interested
in writing short stories and poems; some of these used dialectal words, and
a few were written wholly in the Jutlandic dialect. Blicher was inspired
in this by a Scottish poem, Lucy s flittin’ (published 1810) by William
Laidlaw (1780-1845)!, at the time Walter Scott’s secretary. Blicher called
his version of this poem, Faawal Marri [Farewell Marie / Mary]; it was
first printed in the periodical Nordlyset [The Northern Lights] in 1828 (cf.
Blicher 1923: 83ff.) and, some years later, with small improvements, in
the collection of dialectal stories and poems in £ Bindstouw [The Knitting
Room] (cf. Blicher 1842; Blicher 1930: 73ff.). In 1828, in the preamble
to Faawal Marri, Blicher praises the use of dialects and criticizes public
opinion for not being willing to accept them, e.g. the use of initial w-
instead of v- in the Jutlandic pronunciation of many words. He argues
that this, and other Jutlandic sounds, are used at the court of St. James in
London where “they sound lovely from the lips of the lovely ones” (i.e. the
ladies) (Blicher 1923: 84). In literature, dialects have often been employed
to give the effect of sneering humour, Blicher remarks, but with Faawal
Marri he wants to show that they can be used for serious and sad events
as well. The poem (5 stanzas of 6 verses) in East Jutlandic dialect is about
broken-hearted love: the 16 year old maid at a farm is in love with the
young son there, but she has to move to another farm, which they both are
very sad about; she feels that she now has no friends left and, as her parents
are dead, she longs for death too. In fact, her death a couple of months later
ends the poem, “before three months had passed she was stiff and cold; /
before the sun came back Marri lay in the black mould” (in the dialect: Aa
faer et Fjarringoer uar om, da ua hun stin aa kaald; / Fa Suolen kom igjen,
da loe Marri i suoten Maald, stanza 5). The poem by Laidlaw likewise has
5 stanzas, but each of 8 verses; the age of Lucy is not mentioned, only that
she is an orphan (stanza 1); the last verses of stanza 5 run, “For bonnie
sweet Lucy, sae gentle and peerless, / lies cauld in her grave, and will
never return”. Blicher indeed showed that Jutlandic dialect as well as Scots
could be used for relating sad incidents. In his notes to the poem, Blicher
compiled a list of about 20 words from his translation of Laidlaw, intended
to show parallel forms in Jutlandic, English (Scots) and Danish (Blicher
1923: 85ftf.). Superficially, there are some similarities, but there is no basis

1 Laidlaw’s poem can be found in Aakjer’s biography of Blicher (Aakjer 1904: 203).
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for more systematic conclusions regarding parallels between the dialects
or languages mentioned.

One may ask why Laidlaw and not Burns inspired Blicher to write
a dialect poem, as Burns and Blicher seem to have had the same literary
taste, Ossian was also “king of poets” to Burns, according to Nervig (1943:
528f). But, as Burns is not mentioned in the preamble to Faawal Marri,
Blicher presumably did not know of him at that time. It should be added
that Blicher wrote more poems in dialect in the following years, and some
of these are found in the volume mentioned above, £ Bindstouw.

2. Main inspiration around 1900 and 1950

2.1. Aakjeaer translating Burns from the 1890s

In his youth, the (Jutlandic) poet and author Jeppe Aakjer (1866—1930)
became very much engaged in the poetry and whole life story of Robert
Burns (1759-1796). He ascribes this to Thomas Carlyle’s book about
heroes (Carlyle 1841), which he had read in the Norwegian translation
(Carlyle 1889, cf. Aakjer 1929: 36f.) after attending a folk high school.
Some twenty years after, Aakjer recalls the experience in a public speech
in 1913:

I still remember my mind’s strong engagement in the book’s two
to three wildly well-speaking pages about Robert Burns. The
sublimity and force of the description together with the peace and
beauty of the scenery had, to me, the whole suddenness and ecstasy
of a revelation. I felt the same deep quivering that must seize the
astronomer when he suddenly discovers a star of the first order. And
I promised myself that I would not give in before I had collected and
taken in the treasures here shown to my eyes. And now followed
years of labour to learn a foreign language, even a foreign dialect
— and the learning of foreign languages has never been easy to me —
but for 10 years of my life Robert Burns became the personality who
occupied me most profoundly. His poetry enthralled me; his life’s
fortune took me in by its simplicity and tragedy. (Aakjer 1919b:
264f., my translation)?

Presumably, Aakjer was impressed by descriptions (in the Norwegian
translation) of Burns in the 18th century such as, “a curious phenomenon ...

2 Aakjer’s Scottish reviewer, Kinghorn, refers to this passage too; his translation (1980:
58) differs slightly from mine.
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a Hero starting up among the artificial pasteboard figures and production,
in the guise of Robert Burns. Like a little well in rocky desert places ...
a giant Original Man; one of those men who reach down to the perennial
Deeps, who take rank with the Heroic among men” (Carlyle 1841: 174).
In six lectures, Carlyle describes six types of hero, and lecture V, The
Hero as a Man of Letters, includes Samuel Johnson, Rousseau and Burns.
Carlyle mentions some obstacles Burns had to fight, e.g. that he wrote in
“a rustic dialect, known only to a small province of the country he lived in”
(Carlyle 1841: 175); he was known as the “ploughman-poet”. In another
work Aakjer sums up, “My first knowledge about Robert Burns dates back
to reading Thomas Carlyle (1889-90). In the middle of the 90s I learned
Scottish on my own; in 1897-98 I began to translate him” (Aakjer 1919a:
286, my translation).

Aakjer started translating Burns while studying in Copenhagen and
reached about 50 poems (Aakjer 1934: 31). Some of these were first
published in newspapers; these are mentioned with dates of publication
in Aakjer (1919a: 286f). Later, they were published again together with
other poems in the volumes, Fri Felt [Open Landscape] (1905) and Muld
0og Malm [Mould and Metal (alloy)] (1909), and finally with a few more in
Digte [Poems] as vol. Il in Samlede Veerker [Collected Works] in Aakjaer
(1919a). Burns’ long poem, Tam o’ Shanter, was given its own version,
very much changed and extended, in the rhymed story Esper Teekki in
1913. However, the most famous and widely known poem only came forth
in 1922-23, the translation — or rather, the new poetic version — of Auld
lang syne / Should auld acquaintance be forgot, as the Jutlandic song,
Skuld gammel Venskab rejn forgo, to be used with the well-known Scottish
melody. In 1906, Aakjeer had a grant which made it possible for him to visit
Scotland and Burns’ places there; he was much taken by the landscape, and
the visit inspired him to write three poems about Burns, published in Muld
og Malm (1909). These will be explored further in section 3.2.

2.2. Martin N. Hansen translating Burns from the 1940s

The dialect author and poet Martin N. Hansen (1893—-1976) from the island
Als in Southern Jutland (North Schleswig) was so inspired by Robert
Burns that he translated 25 of his poems, published in Hansen (1951):
Nogle digte af Robert Burns, [Some poems of Robert Burns], among them
several of the poems already translated by Aakjer, which will be discussed
in the following sections. Burns’ love poems in particular attracted this
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poet; additionally, the poems that he has in common with Aakjer should
be mentioned: Ja, flojt og e komme [Whistle an’ I’ll come to you], 4k, var
min Kjeerest [O, were my love yon lilac fair], and Groen groer e Klower,
oh [Green grow the Rashes O].* According to Hansen (1951: 15), it
presumably also holds for Burns as well as for Goethe (whom Hansen also
translated) that “the women he praised did not rank more than the ordinary.
It was he that gave them their status and created what he needed”. Or, as
Burns’ brother Gilbert formulates it more directly, “The women with which
Robert fell in love he immediately bestowed with a lot of beauties that no
one else could catch sight of in them” (Hansen 1951: 15, my translation).
Hansen visited Burns’ places after the Second World War, and like Aakjaer
he immediately felt comfortable in this countryside; he found it was like
coming home to his beloved Als (Hansen 1948: 14).

In the following section, the poems by Aakjer are quoted from the
editions mentioned. The poems are presented in a (mainly) chronological
order according to when Aakjar published them. Where Hansen translated
a poem also translated by Aakjer it will be mentioned after the comments
on Aakjeer’s translation.

3. Dialectal words in the translations

Aakjer mostly translates into Standard Danish and only uses characteristic
dialect words (especially from Midwestern Jutland) in some places; most
of these will be commented on below. Hansen translates into almost pure
Alsian (or Southern Jutlandic) dialect, so only a selection of the dialectal
words from this can be noted here. In most of the translations Aakjaer
follows Burns as to number of stanzas and the verses in them, although
he occasionally adds a stanza or omits one to match the meaning of the
original; Hansen is even more loyal to Burns.

3.1. Fri Felt [Open Landscape] (Aakjar: 1905).

The volume holds translations of seven poems by Robert Burns (Aakjer
1905: 79-104). The poems are placed as a group in front of other groups of
poems, named (in translation) Men and opinions (1905: 107-127), Student
songs (1905: 130-145), Political songs (1905: 145—-151), and Social poems
(1905: 53—181).

3 Klower is a dialectal form of Standard Danish klover, ‘clover’, and rash is Scots for
‘rush’.
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3.1.1. De lystige Tiggere (Aakjaer 1905: 79-95). (Burns: The Jolly Beggars).
This long poem in fact holds an array of poems, including poems about:
love, a soldier’s bragging, a poet’s (the fiddler’s) story and credo and
finally, threatening skirmishes. Aakjer divides it into 16 parts, [-X VI, each
having from 1 to 7 stanzas consisting of from 4 to 14 verses, in total about
300 verses. The setting by Burns is a jolly party held at an inn by a group
of beggars on a cold autumn or winter evening. Aakjer tries to transfer
this to Denmark / Jutland by writing of a Tatertrop, i.e. a troop (or group)
of gypsies or the like; such groups were known in Aakjer’s home area.
In Burns’ version, a beggar is sitting and drinking with his doxy (lover),
Aakjeer translates this to Dulle which is a derogatory word for a woman of
easy living both in Standard Danish and in the dialects (although in some
areas it also may describe a ‘sweet little girl’, cf. the entry dulle' in Jysk
Ordbog). Also tgjte, ‘hussy, tart’ in Tatertojte (section V) is a derogatory
word, the compound being a translation of Burns’ tinkler hizzie (verse 84);
this means ‘tinker’ and ‘young woman’ (hussy).

Other dialect words are, En lille Praas (section 1X), Jutlandic for a
little, perhaps boasting person, corresponding to Burns’ “A pygmy scraper”
(v. 155). Later, for dansed Ril (section XIII) [danced a reel] a parallel is
not found in Burns, who used another wording. A special word is Glutter
(section XIV), plural of Glut, ‘girl, young woman’, which is not a dialectal
word, rather, an informal word; Glutter smaa ‘young girls’ corresponds to
Burns’ a’ the fair (all the fair women, v. 258). Glut is used again (section
XVI), here rendering the depreciating callet, ‘a prostitute’, v. 312) used by
Burns.

In this poem, Burns often alludes to antiquity or mythology, and Aakjer
renders it in Standard Danish; only a couple of verses will be mentioned
here to show how he masters this style. What may be called ‘the fiddler’s
credo’ by Burns runs, “I am a bard of no regard / Wi’ gentlefolks and a’ that
/ But Homer-like, the glowrin’ byke / Frae town to town I draw that” (v.
246-249). Aakjer translates this into, Jeg er Poet og ildeset / hos Folk af
Stand og alt det; / men Hoben selv den Ilytter til, / som selve Livet gjaldt det
(section 1V, v. 268-272). It should be noted that Aakjer manages to coin
an internal thyme: Poet / ildeset as a parallel to Burns’ “bard / no regard”.
Here, Aakjer omits the reference to Homer, but just after this he mentions
the muses as well as Kastalias Veeld and Helikon, renderings of Burns’
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“Castalia’s burn and Helicon”; Helicon is the mountain of the muses, and
Castalia’s burn is a spring in the vicinity of Helicon. See Arboe (2005:
40f.) for further comments on the use of antiquity in the poems.

Hansen (1951: 48-62) translates this poem into the Alsian dialect under
the heading, Det lykle Rak [ The jolly rift-raff]. The verses quoted above are
here rendered, & skal itt vigt’ mee med a digt’/ Di rig’ kan sjcelden fatt’ e /
Men hvad gor det, om [ hor te, / og Folk som jer vil skatt’e, i.e. [ shall not
show off by my writing poetry / The rich ones will seldomly understand
it / But what does that matter if you just listen / and people like you will
appreciate it] (Hansen 1951: 60). Hansen also manages to form an internal
rhyme, vigt’/ digt’, in the first of the verses. He does not refer directly to
antiquity, but alludes to the muses in the following lines by using the noun
Sangma, ‘singing maid’, creating a poetical touch.

The following poems are more or less love poems.

3.1.2. Findlay | Hvem staar der ved min Kammerdor? (Aakjer 1905: 46).
(Burns: Findlay / Wha is that at my bower door?).

The poem is constructed as a dialogue between a girl in her chamber and a
man outside. Aakjer’s translation is in Standard Danish with no dialectal
words. The initial wha by Burns is Scots for the pronoun ‘who’. Hansen
gave the poem the title, Hven er derud? [Who is out there?], and to give it
a more local stamp he changed the name Findlay to Jesper, a man’s name
in Danish, used in the dialects too.

3.1.3. Jenny i Rugen (Aakjer 1905: 98). (Burns: Coming through the Rye).
The theme here is, ‘girl meeting boy in the field’. As in Findlay, Aakjer’s
translation is in Standard Danish and, as in De lystige Tiggere above, the
noun Glut, ‘girl’ is used in each stanza; the definite form Glutten is made
to rhyme with e.g. Gutten, the definite form of Gut ‘boy’. Stanza 3 begins,
Hvis nu Gutten modte Glutten [if the boy now met the girl], corresponding
to Gin a body meet a body by Burns, where gin means ‘if’, and a body is
the Scots word for ‘one’, i.e. ‘a person’ (Murison (1977: 39). In the second
stanza, Aakjar uses the girl’s name, Jenny, from stanza 5 by Burns, and he
takes it into the title too. Hansen’s title is, 7idle i ¢ Ddgg [Early in the dew’]
(p. 74), and he translates some of the verses in the poem more directly than
Aakjeer, e.g. in stanza 3, Treeffe jen en ([If one meets one], i.e. ‘if a person
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meets another person’, and in the same way, kysse jen en [If one kisses
one], corresponding to Gin a body kiss a body by Burns.*

3.1.4. Jock Rab (Aakjer 1905: 99). (Burns: Eppie M ’Nab).

The poem shows a man who is losing his girl to a lord. In stanza 1 and
later, Aakjer translates “my dearie” into min Kjceerrest where Kjcerrest is a
dialectal form of Standard Danish kereste, literally a superlative, ‘dearest’.
No other dialectal words or forms are used in the translation, and only
small changes are made in the imagery, e.g. in stanza 3, Pak du dig din Vej!
[go away] instead of “she has you forgot”, and in stanza 4, stakkels ‘poor’
Jock Rab instead of thy ain Jock Rab.

3.1.5. Tibbie Dunbar (Aakjer 1905: 100). (Burns: Tibbie Dunbar).

The theme here is, ‘young man loving girl despite her rich father’s dislike’.
Dialectal words are not used in Aakjaer’s translation; “sweet Tibbie Dunbar”
is rendered, skjon Tibbie Dunbar where skjon (or skon in the orthography
now) means ‘beautiful, sweet’. Here too we find only small changes due to
the translation, e.g. the sentence, “say thou wilt hae me for better for waur”
(i.e. for better or worse), is just altered into, saa lidt jeg end har [as little as
I have got]. Hansen changes the girl’s name into Ann Katrin (in Standard
Danish, Anne Katrine) and makes this the title of the poem (p. 85), again to
associate the poem more tightly to his region.

3.1.6. Duncan Gray (Aakjer 1905: 101f.). (Burns: Duncan Gray).

The theme of this poem may be described as, ‘shipwrecked wooing
restored’. The 5 stanzas of 8 verses are retained in Aakjer’s translation,
likewise the thrice repeated refrain in each stanza, ha, ha for Bejlen der,
which renders Burns’ refrain, “Ha, ha, the wooing o’t” (of it). In the
translation, no dialectal words are used, but the imagery is much changed,
e.g. in stanza 2, “Meg was deaf as Ailsa Craig” had to be changed because

4 This poem by Burns has given inspiration not just across the North Sea to Aakjer and
Hansen, but also across the Atlantic Ocean, to the novel The Catcher in the Rye by J.D.
Salinger (1945). The title of the book is made from a false quotation by the protagonist,
the young Holden Caulfield, who refers to the poem as, If a body catch a body comin’
through the rye and persists with this, although his sister, Phoebe, corrects him with the
right words, meet a body (Salinger 1991: 186). Holden has made himself the vision of
becoming a person who can save many small children playing in a big field of rye and
coming near to a cliff without realizing the danger, and then he can catch them safely at
the right moment. It is really hard for him to give up this image of himself when he later
on must admit that Phoebe’s version is the right one.
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most Danish readers would not know the island Ailsa Craig in the Firth of
Clyde, not far from Burns’ place. Aakjer turned the analogy into another,
Meg var dov som Stok og Sten [deaf as log and stone, (stone-deaf)].> In the
translation in stanza 3, “She may gae to — France for me!” Aakjer catches
the implication that Burns makes and expresses it directly, Hun for mig kan
gaa til Hel! [she can go to Hell if she pleases]. Aakjer retains the Scots
personal names, Duncan and Meg, but Hansen changed them into the more
local names, Pede (in Standard Danish, Peder) and Mette, in his translation
with the title, Det Frieri [The wooing] (p. 86f.). In stanza 3, Hansen uses
another idiom, Rejs te Hekkenfeldt, min Ven! [go to Hekkenfeldt, my friend]
with the same meaning as the idioms by Aakjar and Burns; Hekkenfeldt
is an old name for the volcano Hekla on Iceland, but in the idiom it just
means ‘an unpleasant place far away’.

3.1.7. Nancy (Aakjer 1905: 103f.). (Burns: Husband, husband, cease your
strife).

The poem shows sharp skirmishes between a husband and his wife. No
dialectal words are used in the translation by Aakjer, but again the imagery
is changed in some respects, e.g. Nancy’s ironic answer in stanza 3, “I’ll
desert my sov’reign lord”, is turned into the more cheerful, saa Farvel, min
Dril’pind [then goodbye, my teaser].

As some of the comments and quotations suggest much more could be
said about these poems and the translations. But hopefully, the examples
above have given an impression of the challenges Aakjar as well as Hansen
had to fight, and how they managed to cope with them in the translations.

3.2. Muld og Malm (Aakjaer 1909) [Mould and Metal (alloy)].
Translations of eight of Robert Burns poems are found here (1909: 81—
106); Aakjeer had translated them some years before (1898-99), according
to the introduction to the volume. Preceding these poems are three poems
written by Aakjer himself after visiting Burns’ home and its surroundings
in 1906 (p. 75-78). Their titles are, Ved Skotlands gamle Eg [At the old
oak of Scotland], / Burns’ Fodehjem [In Burns’ native home], and Paa
Lochlea [On Lochlea]. Aakjaer here praises Burns’ poetry, e.g. hvert Digt
en Diamant [each poem a diamond], and loathes Burns’ contemporaries,
e.g. Som fattig Tolder lod dit Folk dig do [as a poor customs officer your
nation let you die].

5 A rather special use of the Danish sequence, ‘Stok og Sten’; normally these words
together are used in the idiom, over stok og sten (‘in a haste, wildly’).
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The Burns section comes after a section of poems under the heading /
Tiden og Striden [In the time and the fight] (p. 3—71), and is followed by a
section of other poems named Stille Vand [Silent Water] (p. 109—175).

3.2.1. John Anderson (Aakjer 1909: 81). (Burns: John Anderson, my jo).
In the poem, an elderly woman speaks of her love to her husband. In
Aakjer’s translation a single dialectal word is found in stanza 2, vi klatred
op til Kammen,; nu maa vi dulre ned, John [we climbed the hill to the top
/ now we must walk slowly down], i.e. the verb dulre, which means ‘walk
slowly, with small (uncertain) paces’, according to the entry dulre 1 in Jysk
Ordbog (in my translation). It is used as an equivalent to the verb totter by
Burns. In Hansen (1951: 69), the personal name is altered into the Danish
name Jens, and the title is changed into, Do var min Gleej og dlt [you were
my love and everything], which relates my jo by Burns in a dialectal, but
adequate way.

3.2.2. O, luk mig ind blot én Nat (Aakjer 1909: 82ft.). (Burns: O Lassie,
art thou sleeping yet?).

The theme here is, ‘young man’s wish to be with a young woman, and her
negative answer’. There are no dialectal words in Aakjer’s translation but,
as earlier, the noun Glut ‘girl’ is used, here as the last word in the first five
stanzas, the young man’s apostrophe to the girl, jeg vil saa gerne ind, Glut
[rise and let me in, jo]. The imagery is changed a good deal, but Aakjer
manages to give good Standard Danish equivalents to the metaphors with
flowers and birds by Burns (Arboe 2005: 41f.). Hansen (1951: 93f.) does
likewise in dialectal form, e.g. in the girl’s bitter answer, stanza 9, En fatte
Pig’, det ved en nok, / er vel en Blomm, I gjenn vil pldkk, / for senn d ramm’
hind med jer Stok / og gi” hind Tramp og Treej, Ven [a poor girl, one knows
for sure, / is certainly a flower you want to pick / in order to hit her with
your stick later on / and tread and trample her, my friend].

3.2.3. Skjon Nelly (Aakjer 1909: 85). (Burns: On a Bank of Flowers).
The poem describes a young man’s feelings when seeing a young woman
sleeping between flowers. In Aakjaer’s translation there are no dialectal
words, but again the noun Glut, ‘girl’ is used, here only in the last verses in
stanza 4, Glutten blev / som Glutter bliver til sidst [the girl became as girls
become at last], corresponding to, “he found the maid / Forgiving all, and
good” by Burns. As mentioned in 3.1.5, the adjective skjon, ‘beautiful’ is
spelled skon nowadays.
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3.2.4. Hvad kan en ung Kvinde (Aakjer 1909: 87f.). (Burns: What can a
Young Lassie do with an Auld Man).

Here a young woman is complaining about her elderly husband. Aakjaer
expanded the four stanzas by Burns from 4 to 6 verses each, cf. the
extension in stanza 2, Han klager, han klynker / hans Ansigt har Rynker, as
sort of a parallel to the single verse by Burns, i.e. “He’s always compleenin’
frae mornin to e’enin’”. In the same stanza a dialectal adjective is found
in, Blodet er blaaset [the blood is bluish]; Standard Danish would prefer
another derivation of b/d ‘blue’ with the same meaning, i.e. blaalig instead
of Jutlandic blaaset.

3.2.5. Der boed en Bonde (Aakjer 1909: 89ff.) (Burns: The carle of
Kellyburn braes).
The poem renders a rollicking story about a peasant who gives his sharp-
tempered wife to the devil but must take her back again, as she is raging
too much for the devils in hell! This is described in 15 stanzas (of 4 verses)
in Aakjer’s translation. Each stanza has a refrain in both the second and
fourth verse, in which more unusual plant names are mentioned, correctly
translated by Aakjeer: Rude, Timian ‘rue’, ‘thyme’. In stanza 5, a dialectal
oath is found in the verse, da er du meend veerre end Rygterne gaar [then
you are worse than rumours tell]; here mend is a dialectal short form for
saamcend, a weak oath, in fact a shortening of the idiom: sd hjeelpe mig gud
og hans hellige meend [so help me God and his holy men]. And, in stanza
7, the peasant’s wife replies to the devil, Nej, Gi’om jeg vil! [no, for God’s
sake, I will not], where Gi’is another dialectal weak oath used instead of
Gud, ‘God’, again an emphasis with earlier religious overtones.

A further dialectal word in the translation is the noun Polde, used about
a pig in stanza 6, where the husband helps the devil by putting the wife in
a sack to carry on his back: som Bonden sin Polde han bar hende veek [like
the peasant his pig he carried her away]. This analogy is used instead of
the analogy by Burns, “like a poor pedlar, he’s carried his pack™.® Also in
stanza 12, Aakjer uses a somewhat dialectal image, svor ved sin rodeste
Kok [swore by his reddest cock]. The Standard Danish noun is here hane
instead of kok, and the whole intended idiom is certainly invented by
Aakjer himself as it is not attested in dictionaries. All this is done to render
the verse by Burns, “The devil he swore by the kirk and the bell”.

6 Aakjer once more uses the ‘pig in a sack’-motive in his version of Tam o’ Shanter, cf.
chapter 4.1.
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3.2.6. Hellig Wolles Bon (Aakjer 1909: 93ff.). (Burns: Holy Willie’s
Prayer).

This long poem (17 stanzas of 6 verses) forms a critique of persons in
church life, including bits of concessions of personal moral shortcomings.
Burns wrote it as a satirical portrait of a hypocritical priest’, whose name
Aakjer renders as Wolle, a Jutlandic pronunciation of the Standard Danish
man’s name Ole, presumably chosen to take away some of the dignity
of the person. In stanza 8, Aakjaer uses the dialectal noun Klokke ‘skirt,
petticoat’ in the verse, Da skal din Tjener aldrig lette / en Klokke mere
[Then your servant shall never more lift a skirt], where din Tjener is the
priest himself, who has just confessed to have been too intimate with a girl.
By Burns, the corresponding verses run, “I’ll ne’er lift a lawless leg / Again
upon her”. In stanza 13, the speaker tells of one of his enemies that han alle
sjofler [he treats everybody very badly], where Burns has that he “set the
warld in a roar / O’ laughin’ at us”. In the later edition, sjofler is changed
into the Jutlandic verb mofler (Aakjeer 1919a: 173), which Aakjer explains
in a note as har Krammet paa [is in control of]. The word is intended to
make a rhyme with Kartofler, ‘potatoes’, which mofler is doing better than
sjofler, although not perfectly.

3.2.7. Trods alt det (Aakjer 1909: 991.). (Burns: For a’that and a’ that).
This poem (of 5 stanzas) is written in Standard Danish and gives a socially
oriented critique of the lords, or the upper classes as such, from the poor
man’s view. The sequence Trods alt det [in spite of all that] is used as
the fifth verse in all stanzas. The spite is directed against the rich people,
as the poor people struggle on to make a living in spite of their neglect.
Aakjaer mentions that, at the time of writing this and the following poem,
he translated a good deal of social poetry, “of which our own literature
owned so little” (Aakjer 1934:31, my translation).

3.2.8. Fodt til Graad (Aakjer 1909: 102ff.). (Burns: Man was made to
mourn).

In this Standard Danish poem of 11 stanzas, again social conditions are
criticized from the poor people’s perspective. The title of the poem, which
translates into [born to crying], is used as the last verse in stanzas 3—6,
whereas the following stanzas have variations with Graad, ‘crying’ as a
fixed element. No dialectal words are used, but some words are rather old-

! Aakjer (1919a: 286) mentions him as a Scottish Tartuffe with reference to a comedy
(1664) by Moliere.



The influence of Scots, especially of Robert Burns ... 53

fashioned, e.g. Folen in stanza 4 is the definite form of Fole, ‘foal’, where
Fol (with the definite form Follef) was the usual noun at Aakjaer’s time as
well as later on.

The social indignation, the wrath against the wealthy classes who spoil
or at least harass the existence for the poor, is a theme Aakjeer brings out
especially in the novel Vredens Born [The children of wrath, 1904].8

3.3. Samlede Verker. II. Digte [Collected works. II. Poems]

Here, the fifteen translated poems from Fri Felt and Muld og Malm are
placed together in a group (Aakjer 1919: 165-198) also containing the
five following translated poems. After these, twenty poems follow (p. 199—
280), including translations by Aakjeer of English poets (e.g. Goldsmith,
Shelley), of French and German poets (e.g. Goethe, Heine) and of
Scandinavian poets (e.g. Bellman, Froding). Hansen did not translate any
of the five poems discussed below.

3.3.1. Burns om sig sely (Aakjer 1919: 165f.) (Burns: There was a lad).

In the poem, a boy is named Robin and is foreseen to be a womanizer. In
stanza 1, the words Der var en Knos, var fodt i Kejl, follow Burns, “There
was a lad, was born in Kyle”, Aakjer respelling Kyle into Kejl to get a
rhyme with Seg/ (seal of a document). The poem is translated into Standard
Danish; only the verb preterite form keg may also be dialectal, cf. stanza
3, Den Spaakvind keg ham i hans Haand, rendering “The gossip keekit
in his loof” [palm of the hand]. The infinitive of keg is kige, an older and
dialectal parallel form to the verb kikke, ‘look’. Aakjeer’s translation of the
noun gossip may be a little unprecise, it means ‘godmother’ rather than
‘fortune-teller’ (cf. Spaakvind), acccording to Engelsk-Dansk Ordbog, and
it is more likely that a godmother may have a say in giving the boy a name,
which she has in Burns’ poem, “I think we’ll ca’ ham Robin” (stanza 3).

3.3.2. I det Fjeerne (Aakjer 1919: 170). (Burns: The bonnie lad that is far
away).

Here, a young girl is longing for her lover to return as she is expecting
their child. There are no dialectal words in the poem. The first verses run,
Hvor kan jeg veere god og glad / og synge ved min Kjceerne [how can | be
good and glad / and sing by my churn], whereas Burns, instead of the last
wording has, “how can I gang brisk and braw”, and thus does not mention a

8 The title is an idiom dating back to the Pauline Epistles of the New Testament.
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noun corresponding with Kjeerne, ‘churn’, as Aakjeer does. This word was
usual in late 19th century, nowadays spelled kcerne. Aakjer presumably
made the sequence, synge ved min Kjeerne, to get a thyme with the verse,
maa feerdes i det Fjeerne [has to be far away], the last word now written

fjerne.

3.3.3. Var Skylden min (Aakjaer 1919: 185f.). (Burns: Had I the wyte).
The theme of the poem is, ‘man defending a love affair with the wife of a
violent man’. In stanza 4, we find one marked dialectal and old-fashioned
word, the noun Skjeettekam, a direct translation by Aakjer of ripplin-kame
in stanza 3 by Burns; it designates a rough type of comb earlier used in the
making of flax, besides rippling comb also called a flax scutcher. Stanza 4
by Aakjer runs, En Skjcettekam han brugte tit / imod den arme Kvinde [a
rippling comb he often used / against the poor woman| whereas Burns, in
stanza 3, describes the process and results in more detail, “He clawed her
wi’ the ripplin-kame, / And blae and bluidy bruised her” (Scots blae ‘blue’,
bluidy ‘bloody’). The speaker appeals to the reader for understanding
that he has helped the woman in cheating such a husband, who is called a
Stodder ‘blighter’ by Aakjear in stanza 4.

3.3.4. Wolles Viv (Aakjaer 1919: 186f.). (Burns: Willie's Wife).

In this poem, a woman is described in detail as really ugly. As in 3.2.6,
the Jutlandic form Wolle is used for the Standard Danish first name Ole.
The surname Wattel is formed after Wastle by Burns, and Aakjer has
transferred the poem to Salling in the first stanza by placing the protagonist
in the village Junget. This is a place name chosen in order to make a thyme
with runged, ‘resounded’, a shortening of the standard orthographic form
rungede to secure the rhyme. Aakjar gives the wife the name, Marri Hop
‘Mary Hop’, a jesting name, corresponding to “Tinkler Madgie” by Burns,
with a Jutlandic form Marri of the Standard Danish form Marie. In the
refrain in stanza 1, En saadan Kvind som Wolle har / jeg gav sgi ej en
Sysling for her, which in Burns is: “Such a wife as Willie had, / I wad na
gie a button for her”, the derogatory or dialectal form Kvind ‘woman’ is
used instead of the usual form Kvinde. In the following sentence, Sysling
denotes an old coin of little value (also written Sasling), in use until about
1850. In the same sentence, sgi is a weak oath, a contraction of sd gid
where gi is the same replacement for ‘God’ as Gi, mentioned in 3.2.5, and
hind is a dialectal form of the pronoun /ende ‘her’. The oath is repeated in
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the refrain of stanza 3, but in stanza 2 and 4 it is omitted and substituted by
other short words to retain the metrical foot of the refrain.

3.3.5. En Skreedder i Sengen (Aakjer 1919: 187). (Burns: The Tailor fell
thro’the Bed).

The poem renders an unexpected, but welcomed love affair. A tailor fell, as
Burns puts it, with “thimbles and all” through one floor to the floor below
where he hit the bed of a young girl, and she did not mind his coming
there. The only dialectal word is bardused in stanza 3, a preterite form of
barduse ‘to fall suddenly’, derived from a more common adverb bardus
in the idiom, falde bardus, ‘fall suddenly’. In Aakjaer’s version, the last
verse runs, mon der ej er flere, som ej blev alt for vred, / selv om en lille
Skreedder bardused til dem ned? [1 wonder if there should not be more
(girls) who would not be too angry / although a little tailor suddenly fell
down to them]. This is a variation of the ending by Burns, where someone
would like to “see the bit tailor come skippin’ again”.

As has been hinted at several times above, Aakjer often translates
poems about strained relationships between man and woman, husband and
wife. Kinghorn (1980: 74) mentions that this may have a connection with
Aakjer’s problematic marriage with the author Marie Bregendahl (1867—
1940) from 1893; when he was translating the poems above the marriage
was collapsing and he felt strong emotional tensions in his domestic life.
They divorced in 1900. In 1907, Aakjer married Nanna Krogh; they settled
at the farm Jenle in Salling, some miles north of Skive.

4. Danish versions of Tam o’ Shanter

This long poem by Burns (224 verses) has been characterized as a “mock-
heroic rendering of folk material” (Abrams 1979: 98). Kinghorn (1980:
70) also mentions this aspect; “rapid succession of events forces the mock-
hero towards his inevitable doom”.

4.1. Esper Teekki (Aakjer 1913)

This rhymed story by Aakjer is not a direct translation of 7am O’ Shanter,
but a much expanded story on the same theme, although transplanted to
Salling and formed as an empe (a dialectal word for ‘adventure’ or folk
story in its own). Burns’ poem was more directly translated into Danish
by Hansen (1951) and a few years earlier by the author, Hans Kirk (1945).
Comparisons will be made between these three versions.
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Aakjer tried to make a direct translation of “this price-less poem with
its exuberant spirits”, but was not content with his first attempts; he felt
that “Burns’ Scottish high spirits became so grey and colourless” in his
rendering. However, when he remembered his “own old people from
Fjends and their sumptuous orgies at Skive market” he found that he could
write an “original story with a cognate motive”, and then at last the writing
was easy for him (Aakjer 1934: 140, my translation). He felt that his
dialectal story had to be much longer before it sounded like a genuine tale
from Salling’ so he expanded the story Esper Teekki to about 700 verses
(55 pages of 12—15 verses). Esper is an alternative form of the man’s
name, Jesper, mentioned above, and Twkki is dialectal for Standard Danish
teekker, ‘thatcher’.

The market day where it all started is placed in Ayr by Burns; late in
the day and after some drinking in a joyful company Tam saddled his horse
and rode homewards, but was detained by Alloway’s “auld haunted kirk”
(verse 32), which now “seem’d in a bleeze” (a blaze, 102) because of a
witches’ sabbath going on there. Aakjer’s protagonist, Esper, also had to
leave a drinking party before he started walking home, carrying a newly
bought pig in a sack on his back (p. 17). He slowly walked some miles
and suddenly was most frightened by a sight: & Hegser'® war sammelt
ved Breum Kjeld’ [the witches had gathered at Breum spring], (p. 35)",
in clear light, wal hundrede Lys med Flamm’ ower Flamm’ [probably a
hundred lights with flame by flame] (p. 37). Now, Burns lets Tam get
really enthralled by the sight of all the dancing and wriggling women /
witches to the frenzied tones by the devil, “auld Nick” (120ff.), especially
by looking at one girl, the neighbour’s Nannie, “a souple jade she was
and strang” wearing an all too short skirt, and Tam at last loses his mind
and roars, ““Weel done, Cutty Sark!” / And in an instant all was dark!”
(189f.).1? Aakjeer also lets Esper look at the witches and all their feast;

9 Aakjeer was aware that his native dialect in Fjends south of Skive was not quite the
same as the dialect in Salling north of Skive, where he lived from 1907. He solved the
problem by letting the protagonist Esper be from Fjends, but his wife Kjesten (Kirsten, in
Standard Danish) from Salling, so that people from Salling could not accuse him of using
wrong Salling-forms of the dialectal words (Aakjaer 1934: 141). In fact, the differences
between the two dialects are rather small (Arboe 2019).

10 In Standard Danish, Heksene; in Western Jutlandic the definite article e is prepositioned
(as in English), yielding e Heegser here, and @ Kjeld a few lines below this.

1 Breum is a village a couple of miles north of Aakjer’s farm, Jenle, in Salling.
= Presumably, the fast sailing ship of the 1870s, the tea-clipper Cutty Sark with the short
sails, got its name from this passage (Arboe 2005: 37).
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he recognizes a neighbour’s daughter, Ka’ Rytter, who then (surprisingly)
sets out to sing a song of 12 stanzas about the witches’ feast with Gammel
Jerrik, ‘Auld Nick’ as the guest of honour (p. 43ff.). As the witches swarm
around in the air, Esper tries to steal away, and suddenly he stumbles over
the pig, which gives a shriek (p. 50); the witches also shriek and turn their
flock threatening against Esper: £ Kjeld’ laa som dod. Aall’ Lys de slottes
[the spring lay as dead, all light was made out] (p. 51). So, the provoking
factor here is changed from a roar by the protagonist to a shriek from the
protagonist’s newly bought pig.

By this sketch of the plot leading up to the climax, I hope also to have
given a small impression of the Midwestern Jutlandic dialect in Aakjer’s
long epic poem inspired by Tam o’ Shanter. 1 shall return to the ending of
the story below, but first we shall have a look at two more direct translations
into Danish, one of them into the Southern Jutlandic dialect.

4.2. Tammes Sdander (Hansen: 1951)

As above, Hansen changes some Scots names into more Danish- or
Jutlandic-sounding names, and Tam o’ Shanter is turned into Tammes
Sander (Hansen 1951: 75-84, with illustrations), which maybe represents
a Jutlandic pronunciation of a Danish name (e.g. Thomas Sander). Tam’s
wife is called Kjesten (as by Aakjer), and some of the other persons are
known from other poems by Hansen. The name of the market town is not
mentioned, but presumably is Senderborg, the largest town of Als, and as
the place for the witches’ sabbath Lysafild Kjerk (Lysabild church) (p. 78)
is chosen, some eight miles east of Senderborg. Tam is riding on horseback
as in the poem by Burns, not walking as Aakjer’s Esper. The dancing girl
is here called Anna, and when at last Tummes rdft fro Sind o Sans: / Det,
Stumpscerk, er en rigtig Ddans! [Tammes roared, out of his mind, / This,
Cutty-Sark, is really a dance!] (p. 83), also here all the light vanished. By
comparison with Hans Kirk, discussed below, it will be noted that Hansen
uses the same translation of Cutty-Sark as Hans Kirk; he also has a few
other translation details in common with Kirk.

4.3. Tam o’ Shanter (Kirk: 1945)

The author Hans Kirk (1898-1962), known for the novel Fiskerne (The
Fishermen, 1928) and other novels, translated 7am o’ Shanter in 1945 into
Standard Danish in a congenial way, maintaining many of the images and
metaphors in Burns’ poem. He also maintains the place names and most
of the personal names (although he does not mention Tam’s wife, “thy ain
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Kate”, by name), and the protagonist is riding on horseback as by Burns
and Hansen. At the witches’ sabbath the devil is said to be playing the
bagpipes (Seekkepibe, p. 18), which presumably is hinted at by Burns, “He
screwed the pipes and gart them skirl” (v. 123, i.e. made them shriek). Also,
Kirk’s Tam is looking almost in a frenzy at Nannie, the wild, well-dancing
girl, until he roars: ‘Bravo, Stumpescerk!” / — og saa blev morkt alt Satans
Veerk [Bravo, Cutty-Sark / and then all Satan’s work was in the dark] (p.
21). Moreover, Kirk has four verses (p. 19) about dead lawyers and priests
in the array of uncouth dead persons at Alloway’s church, verses which are
not found in the original versions of Tam O’ Shanter where the phrasing
just is, “Wi’ mair of horrible and awfu’ / Which even to name wad be
unlawfu’” (v. 141£.)."* Also, Hansen offers additional verses not found in
Burns.

4.4. The different endings of the story

As to the ending of the poem, Hans Kirk and Hansen follow Burns: after
the showdown by the church Tam resp. Tammes tries to flee on his horse
with the flock of flying witches howling after them. They almost succeed
because the witches cannot pass a stream, only get to the middle of it,
but before that one of them, Nannie / Cutty-Sark by Burns, just gets hold
of the horse’s tail and tears most of it off. Burns ends the poem by an
admonishing morale to “each man and mother’s son” who should be
inclined to drinking or to think of cutty-sarks, “Think! ye may buy the
joys o’er dear / Remember Tam o’ Shanter’s mare”. Hansen likewise asks
for such men that di md var’ sej for en Spog (‘they will be on guard for
pleasantry’), remembering Tummes Sdanders Og (a depreciating word for
‘horse’, ‘mare’).

Aakjer’s ending takes another turn: Esper has to walk his way home
with the pig in the sack, and some of the witches have to toil their way
up and down the furrows of the fields. However. when the thus tired Ka’
Rytter almost catches him he is saved by his knife of pure steel, which
she and other witches cannot cope with (p. 53). On his way homewards
he falls asleep in a field; his wife, who has found him, wakes him up; she
scolds him for being drunk and asleep while other people are busy at work.
The two of them argue a good deal, but they go home and work together.
Esper gets a kiss and a couple of drinks (an element of the ‘folk material’
hinted at above), and Aakjaer ends the story by the comment, Men bejst

13 Burns (1793, vol.2: 203), Burns (1820, vol.3: 295), as well as Burns (1994:4).
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af det hiele: £ Gris den tryves! [but best of all, the pig is thriving!] (p.
59), referring to the side story of the pig bought at the market. In this way,
Aakjeaer found that he had written a really good tale from Salling, and some
people even judged it as being among the best of all he had written in
dialect form (Aakjer 1934: 140).

The translations of Tam o’ Shanter, The Jolly Beggars and O Lassie,
art thou sleeping yet? by Aakjer and Hansen (cf. 3.1.1 and 3.2.2 above, as
well as Green grow the Rashes O by Hansen) are analyzed and compared
as to their equivalents to some of the imagery (especially metaphors) by
Burns in Arboe (2005:39fY).

5. Skuld gammel Venskab rejn forgo (Aakjer: 1922/1923)
Aakjeer used the title mentioned, Skuld gammel Venskab rejn forgo,
[Should old friendship pass wholly away], for his version of Auld Lang
Syne / Should auld acquaintance be forgot. Aakjer’s translation was first
published in a newspaper, Skive Folkeblad, 31 January 1922 (Kinghorn
1980: 69), late in the year also in an the illustrated almanac, Danmark
1923, with the title, For leng, leng sind [Long, long ago], and with a
written accompaniment (Arboe 2002: 17).

Most of the poems mentioned above are not generally known any
longer, but this last translation or version of Burns is as well-known as many
of Aakjaer’s popular Danish songs, esp. from the Hojskole-sangbogen, a
rather frequently updated song book; it is also found in Aakjeer (1931: 23),
where it is dated 31 Jan 1922. The story behind the translation of Auld
Lang Syne is that in 1921-22 at Aakjeer’s farm Jenle, they had a farm hand,
Seren Poulsen, who could play the fiddle and who brought the tune of Auld
Lang Syne to Aakjaer’s knowledge. Aakjer then translated the song so that
they all, children and grown—ups, could sing it together, as recalled many
years later by his daughter, Solvejg Bjerre (cf. Arboe 2004: 37). Aakjer
also mentions this period with joy, “the Scottish singer Rob. Burns has
once more filled my parlour with highness, oh Scotland, which I visited in
1906, it is my second native country”, (my translation, Arboe 2002: 37).

The poem has 5 stanzas of 4 verses plus the refrain, which begins with,
De skjonne Ungdomsdaw, aaja, / de Daw saa sweer aa find [the beautiful
days of our youth, oh yes, those days so hard to find]. Here, Aakjer is, in
fact, adding content to Burns verses, as Burns just repeats, For auld lang
syne (my dear). In stanza 2, Aakjer makes a really difficult beginning,
Og gi sd kuns de Glajs en Top / og vend en med di Kaw’[And then just
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give the glass a top / and turn it around with your left hand]. Here, Burns
has the verses, “And surely ye’ll be your pint stowp! / and surely I’ll be
mine!”, which Aakjar obviously does not translate directly. Many people,
including dialect speakers, have, over the years, asked us at The Jutland
Dialect Dictionary what Aakjer is, in fact, talking about here. The solution
of the riddle is that the two old friends are drinking kaffepunch ‘coffee
punch’ together, i.e. each of them takes a small glass of aquavit, fills it to
the rim (the ‘top’), and pours it into his cup of coffee. In earlier times, this
was a beloved drink in Jutland (Arboe 2002: 23), in many areas called
en bitte swot ‘a little black one’ or the like. It does not seem part of the
tradition to use the left hand to pour the aquavit from the glass into the
cup; presumably Aakjar is using the noun Kaw’ ‘left hand’ to get a rhyme
with Daw, ‘days’ just after. In stanza 5, Burns has the verse, “And we’ll
tak a gude-willie waught (i.e. a very hearty swig'!), / for auld lang syne”,
whereas Aakjer has a much more deep-felt reflection, Hvor er e skjon
aa find en Ven / en haaj mist for leeng, leeng sind! [how beautiful it is to
find a friend / one had lost long, long ago!]. Furthermore, in my view,
this has more content than the verses by Burns, but it is correct that the
idiom, a gude-willie waught is lost, an idiom the use of which in the poem
is appreciated by Scottish readers (Kinghorn 1980:67). The two poems
are analyzed in detail in Arboe (2002) with comparisons of idioms and
imagery, and with comments on the Jutlandic and Scots words used.

Hansen (1951) also translated this poem into Jutlandic: For leeng, leeng
senn [long, long ago], (p. 70f.). Stanza 5, which corresponds to stanza 2 by
Aakjeer', is translated by Hansen into, Og leevnes der voss Stoend d tomm /
et Halsstab no og da, / sa vil vi mindle lovt vort Krus / o teenk o dlt, der va.
[If we are given the time to empty / a half-stoup sometimes, / then we shall
amicably lift our cup / and think of all that was]. This translation seems
more subdued than Aakjaer’s above; the same holds for the other stanzas
by Hansen, and his version has not been able to compete with Aakjer’s in
popularity.

6. Conclusion

The Danish poets and authors treated here were greatly inspired by Scots
poets, Aakjer, Hansen and Hans Kirk by Burns, Blicher by Laidlaw (and
perhaps later by Burns). They were so inspired that they directly translated

% Gude-willie = hearty; waught = a big drink
5 In some editions, Auld Lang Syne was published with stanza 2 and 5 interchanged, (cf.
Arboe 2002: 27).
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poems, mostly those by Robert Burns, or gave new versions of them, or used
a poem as a springboard for a partly parallel, but much elongated rhymed
story (Aakjer’s version of 7am o’ Shanter). The themes of the poems
mirrored central facets of life as feasts (The Jolly Beggars), pleasures and
sorrows of love, social inequality and more. It has been shown that dialects
could be used in poems relating both hilarious stories and everyday events
as well as serious and sad incidents.
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Litotes' — an ironic or polyphonic figure of speech?

Merete Birkelund
Aarhus University

1 shall now therefore humbly propose my own thoughts,
which I hope will not be lyable to the least Objection.

(Jonathan Swift. 1729. 4 Modest Proposal)

Abstract

According to classical rhetorical traditions, /ifotes is a rhetorical figure of
speech used as a negative statement in order to emphasise the speaker’s
positive point of view. In this contribution in honour of Sten Vikner, I
discuss the function and the semantic features of negative litotes, i.e. a
positive statement expressed by negating its opposite. Although some
scholars claim that negative litotes does not possess any kind of polyphony,
i.e. the idea that an utterance or a text communicates different points of
view, I will argue that negative litotes communicates different points of
view when used by a speaker for ironic purposes, especially because the
presence of a polemic negation in combination with irony can be interpreted
in terms of linguistic polyphony.

1. Introduction
The main focus of this article is to examine the nature of litotes, which has
been regarded since ancient times as a rhetorical figure of speech. Latin
grammarians define litotes as follows:

[litotes] minus dicit quam significat

[Litotes] says less than it means
The main function of litotes is to soften the meaning of the speaker’s
utterance, thereby weakening its pragmatic effects. In negative litotes the

1 Litotes’ — from Greek ‘litotés’, literally meaning simplicity or plainness; derivative of
Atoo, meaning ‘plain’, ‘small” or ‘meagre’.

Ken Ramshgj Christensen, Henrik Jorgensen & Johanna L. Wood (eds.). 2019.
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morphosyntactic negation is an important element. Negative litotes uses an
understatement to emphasize a statement by stating a negative to further
affirm a positive, and often incorporates double negatives for effect. The
negation downplays, so to speak, the force of the speaker’s meaning as in

(1):
(1) Peter is not talkative.

In (1), the speaker’s utterance hides the real meaning behind the explicit
negative point of view, so what the speaker really means is that ‘Peter is
(rather) taciturn/reticent/uncommunicative’. Litotes only refers to the
negation of one quality while emphasising its opposite. Of course, the
negation itself does not imply that the statement should be read as litotic; it
can only be a linguistic indication because a correct interpretation depends
on the recipient’s interpretative skills and the contextual situation in which
the speaker presents the statement.

In some contexts, litotes is used by the speaker for ironic purposes, so
litotes can be regarded as a form of ironic understatement. Verbal irony is a
figure of speech just like litotes. What the two can have in common is that
the speaker’s statement is the opposite of what (s)he really means. Litotes
is often regarded as a special form of verbal irony which represents an
implicit meaning and an understatement, but which also represents specific
verbal aspects such as the presence of a morphosyntactic negation. It is the
combination of the implicit, the understatement, the negation and irony
that I take a closer look at in this article. The theoretical framework of the
analysis that I propose is linguistic polyphony, which is an important part
of French enunciation linguistics. I argue that litotes is a form of verbal
irony that does have polyphonic features, just like irony, and that this figure
of speech is used for rhetorical and conversational reasons (cf. Grice 1975).
First, I give some definitions of litotes and discuss its form and function
in section 2. In section 3, there is a discussion of the relationship between
litotes and irony. The relationship between litotes and negation, within the
theoretical framework of linguistic polyphony that I use in this analysis, is
studied in section 4.

2. Litotes

2.1 Definitions of litotes

According to traditional definitions, litotes is regarded as a form of
understatement which is used by the speaker with the intention of
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presenting something as worse, smaller, less etc. than it really is. Litotes
always includes an aspect of negativity. This negative aspect of litotes is
found in encyclopedic definitions, e.g. Webster s Encyclopedic Unabridged
Dictionary of the English Language, which defines litotes as: “Rhet.
understatement, esp. that in which an affirmative is expressed by the
negative of its contrary, as in ‘not bad at all’”. The Cambridge Advanced
Learner’s Dictionary & Thesaurus also mentions the importance of the
presence of a negative statement when suggesting the following definition:
“...theuse of anegative statement in order to emphasize a positive meaning,
for example ‘a not inconsiderable amount of money’ (= a considerable
amount of money)”.

The core meaning of litotes is implicit. The speaker’s strategy is to
make the understatement obvious to the recipient by means of a negative
element whose main function is to negate the speaker’s statement. The
speaker presents a negative point of view, whereas her/his ‘real’ point of
view is implicit, i.e. opposite or contrary to the explicit negative one, for
instance the following examples of common expressions from everyday
life:

(2) Well, that wasn’t the best cocktail party.
(3) This was not a small problem.

By using the litotes in (2) and (3), the speaker has considered the implicit
point of view too harsh for a plain expression, so the speaker is ‘hiding’
her/his implicit point of view behind the explicit point of view in which the
morphosyntactic — and polemic in polyphonic terms — negation is present.
In this article I argue that examples of litotes like ‘Well, that wasn’t the
best cocktail party’ have a polyphonic nature when they function as ironic
figures of speech.

2.2 Form and function of litotes

To some scholars, litotes is simply a variant of euphemism. For instance,
Kerbrat-Orecchioni (1994) claims that litotes should be regarded as a
process of mitigation — just like euphemisms, which possess mitigated
features. Nevertheless, I claim that the two figures are not phrased in the
same verbal manner and do not have the same function. A euphemism
actually says less, whereas litotes only pretends to say less with a view
to softening a statement. A euphemism designates the representation of
something unpleasant by a mitigated expression and is used to refer to
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things and situations that people might find upsetting or harsh, e.g. ‘to
be economical with the truth’ instead of talking about ‘a liar’; ‘to be
between jobs’ instead of ‘to be unemployed’; ‘ethnic cleansing’ instead
of ‘genocide’; whereas negative litotes is often used in more or less fixed
negated expressions in which the presence of a morphosyntactic negation is
a typical linguistic feature. However, some utterances that resemble litotes
are in fact euphemisms, for instance (4):

(4) Peter is not the sharpest pencil in the box.

As already mentioned in the definitions above, litotes involves under-
statements which the speaker uses with conversational intentions. The
presence of a morphosyntactic negation or a negative element is obligatory,
and it seems to be the case that the negated element, i.e. the attribute in the
most common syntactic structure, has to belong to a semantic paradigm
whose semantic meaning is negative, e.g. ‘not bad’; ‘not unhappy’; ‘not
stupid’, with ‘bad’, ‘unhappy’ and ‘stupid’ being regarded as semantically
negative adjectives. The sentences (5), (6) and (7) are examples of litotes
in which the negation intensifies the contrastive effect:

(5) This dinner isn’t bad. (= This dinner is good)
(6) It’s not inedible. (= It’s edible)
(7) He is not a bad singer. (= He is a good singer)

The presence of a negation in litotes might be a sign of an opposite meaning,
especially if the negation is regarded as a mathematical and logical sign
of subtraction. But this is not always the case, and as Jespersen (1924:
331-332) says:

Language is not mathematics, and [...] a linguistic negative cannot be
compared with the sign — (minus) in mathematics; [...] Language has a
logic of its own, and in this case its logic has something to recommend
it. Whenever two negatives really refer to the same idea or word (as
special negatives) the result is invariably positive; this is true of all
languages, and applies to such collocations as e.g. not uncommon, not
infrequent, not without some fear. The two negatives, however, do not
exactly cancel one another in such a way that the result is identical with
the simple common, frequent, with some doubt; the longer expression
is always weaker: ‘this is not unknown to me’ or ‘I am not ignorant of
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this’ means ‘I am to some extent aware of it’, etc. The psychological
reason for this is that the dérour through the two mutually destructive
negative weakens the mental energy of the listener and implies on the
part of the speaker a certain hesitation which is absent from the blunt,
outspoken common or known. In the same way I don t deny that he was
angry is weaker than / assert, etc.

But why do speakers not just express their real meaning and intentions
literally? Jespersen mentioned psychological reasons, but litotes also seems
to be used by the speaker for conversational reasons, i.e. as a phenomenon
that can be used in utterances which might be face-threatening for either
of the two interlocutors. Many examples of litotes are used to refute, to
criticise or to reproach. When this is the case, litotes must be interpreted as
a conversational phenomenon that is used in verbal interaction as a sign of
politeness, a so-called softener (cf. Brown & Levinson 1987), allowing the
speaker to keep her/his face without threatening the interlocutor’s negative
face.

The idea of weakening or strengthening an utterance is recognised by
many scholars and in the rhetorical tradition — for instance by Beauzée, who
talks about litotes as a means of concealing the speaker’s real intentions —
the effect is to give the concealed statement more energy and more weight
(Le Guern 2011: 56). The French rhetorician Fontanier agrees with Beauzée
when he says that [litotes] “au lieu d’affirmer positivement une chose, nie
absolument la chose contraire ou la diminue plus ou moins, dans la vue
méme de donner plus d’énergie et de poids a I’affirmation positive qu’elle
déguise.” (1968: 133) (‘instead of making a positive statement, litotes
negates the opposite or diminishes it more or less in order to give more
energy and power to the positive statement that it hides’). So apparently,
when speakers use litotes, they do not need to say what they really mean
but express their meaning by using a verbal negative expression in order
to mitigate their point of view by denying the opposite. The result is that
the meaning of the utterance becomes stronger, whereas the real meaning
remains implicit and understood.

What can be concluded from the different descriptions of litotes
outlined above is that the implicit core meaning of litotes is hidden behind
the speaker’s explicit statement from which it has to be derived. In other
words, the implicit meaning is part of a hierarchy. In section 4.3, I argue
that it is the idea of such a hierarchy that allows for a polyphonic analysis
of litotes.
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3. Litotes and irony

According to classical rhetorical traditions, litotes can cover ironic
aspects. In this case, the negation has a double function: it intensifies the
contrastive effect, and emphasises the speaker’s ironic point of view and
attitude. To some extent, the meaning and function of litotes and irony are
identical: both litotes and irony share the semantic features of divergence
between the literal meaning and the real, hidden, implicit meaning. Ever
since Quintilian’s work?, irony has been regarded as a speech act that the
speaker uses in order to say the opposite of what she/he really means. In
many studies, irony is regarded as antiphrasis. However, like litotes, irony
is not always just a case of contradiction and opposite meaning; and the
idea of the ‘opposite’ seems in many situations too naive and too general.
Irony brings about a relation of power between the speaker and the target
of irony. Naturally, the interpretation depends on the interrelations between
the speaker and the interlocutor who can be the target of the irony, and
on the situation and the context in question. In fact, irony is a complex
kind of utterance that consists of many different and crucial factors, such
as the speaker (the ‘ironist’) and the target or individuals to whom the
irony is addressed. Irony is an action of fake and pretend (Berrendonner
(2002) talks about ‘singerie’) in which the speaker acts as if (s)he is the
one who is responsible for the point of view in the utterance, whereas her/
his real meaning is hidden. Irony is far from being an exclusively verbal
phenomenon: gestures, facial expressions and intonation are also important
if irony is to succeed.

The common feature of litotes and irony is that the speaker does not talk
explicitly about an object but talks about it discreetly instead, thus avoiding
naming it explicitly. According to Grice, “To be ironical is, among other
things, to pretend [...] and while one wants the pretense to be recognized
as such, to announce it as a pretense would spoil the effect” (1978: 125).
Since litotes avoids precision and clarity, it very often obscures what the
speaker really means and (s)he can therefore be accused of insincerity. For
example, in (8)(8), if the speaker uses this statement in a situation where
Peter has acted or solved a problem or a task in a clever way, the statement
can be interpreted as irony — and as litotes.

(8) Peter is not stupid.

2 Marcus Fabius Quintilian lived 35-96 AD. Known for his work Institutio oratoria.
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While the statement in (8) implies that Peter is to some extent ‘not stupid’,
we do not learn whether Peter is ‘intelligent’, ‘very smart’ or just ‘not quite
stupid’. So (8) does not tell us exactly what the speaker really thinks of
Peter’s intelligence. In other words, our language is very often unclear.
In his essay, Politics and the English Language (1946: 7), Orwell goes
as far as to talk about insincerity: “The great enemy of clear language is
insincerity. When there is a gap between one’s real and one’s declared aims,
one turns, as it were instinctively, to long words and exhausted idioms,
like a cuttlefish spurting out ink”. In many situations people do not use
language in accordance with the four Gricean maxims (Grice 1975), i.e.
quantity, quality, relevance and manner which are the rational principles
for communication when people follow the cooperative principle in their
striving towards effective communication. In the cases in which I am
interested here, i.e. negative litotes used as irony, the maxims of quality and
quantity are violated because the speaker does not give all the information
(s)he is supposed to give (quantity) and (s)he is not truthful according to
her/his real meaning or point of view (quality).

4. Litotes, negation and polyphony

4.1 Brief introduction to linguistic polyphony

As litotes includes the use of negation and can be used for ironic purposes,
the combination of irony and negation in litotes constitutes an expression
that seems to fit well into a polyphonic analysis. The combination allows a
polyphonic analysis of the speaker’s role and of the interrelations between
the speaker and her/his interlocutor. The first ideas about linguistic
polyphony are to be found in Oswald Ducrot’s linguistic works (see e.g.
Ducrot 1984) and have been developed since then by Nolke, in particular
in his ScaPoLine theory published in English in 2017. I have no intention
of describing this approach in detail here, but will merely present some of
the ideas which it contains.

The central idea of polyphony is that several points of view are conveyed
in one utterance, i.e. several discourses are embedded in one single
utterance. The meaning of the utterance is produced by superimposing
several single discourses for which several speakers are responsible. As a
consequence of this hypothesis, the idea of the unity of the speaker is not
relevant.
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4.2 Negation
Morphosyntactic negation is a typical example of polyphony because it
covers/can cover different points of view. These different points of view
are ordered in a hierarchy in which there is one dominant point of view
belonging to the speaker who is responsible for it. The speaker uses an
explicit point of view to respond to an implicit point of view belonging
to another speaker, a real person or just an imagined person or individual.
When different points of view are present at the same time in an
utterance, we talk about polyphony. According to the theory of linguistic
polyphony, morphosyntactic negation can have two different functions:

1) a polemic function which contains two variants:
- ametalinguistic negation

- aproper polemic negation

2) a descriptive function

The two functions differ from each other: the scope for the metalinguistic
negation is the form of the utterance because it does not preserve
presuppositions. It often has a marked effect, as in example (9):

(9) Peter is not tall, he is a giant. (Nelke 2017: 99)

In this example, not tall is normally expected to mean ‘small’. In (9) the
scalar predicate which is in the scope of the negation is not reversed, but the
speaker is correcting the interlocutor’s former utterance. A metalinguistic
reading of the negation reveals that the hidden point of view belongs to a
real speaker.

The scope of the polemic negation is the utterance. This negation
keeps the presupposition: the enunciation houses two contradictory and
incompatible points of view, as in example (10):

(10) Mary is not stupid
povl [X] (TRUE) (Mary is stupid)
pov2 [10] (FALSE (pov1l))

The utterance presents two points of view: an implicit one which defends
the content of the positive proposition, povl, and another, pov2 which
holds the negation and for which the speaker of the utterance is responsible.
By default, the povl] is not the speaker’s point of view, whereas pov2
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belongs to her/him. The second point of view, pov2, has to be regarded as
a comment on the first point of view, pov1, which belongs to an individual
who may be a real person or a fictional character or person. The speaker,
i.e. the one who is responsible for the negative utterance, rejects, by the use
of the negation, a point of view which does not belong to her/him and with
which (s)he does not agree. A polemic interpretation of the negation can be
stressed by a subsequent sequence as in (10a):

(10) a. Mary is not stupid
... which you might think.

The polemic function of the negation is regarded as the basic (default)
interpretation, whereas the other two readings are the result of the influence
of contextual factors that can be identified, and are regarded as having a
pragmatic meaning.

A descriptive reading of the negation however means that the first
point of view is downplayed or even deleted. Its scope is the proposition.
It represents one single negative point of view whose only function is
to describe a situation or a fact. So, if the negation in example (10) is
interpreted as descriptive, the utterance only gives us a description of
Mary’s intelligence, as in 10b), and the utterance cannot be interpreted as
an ironic negative litotes.

(10) b. Mary has the characteristic of being ‘non-stupid’.

The utterance can even be negated by yet another negation, giving it a
double negation:

(10) c. Mary is not not-stupid.’

So, the negation not can be interpreted in different ways, but an adequate
interpretation depends on different kinds of facts, e.g. more information
about the contextual situation, the relationship between the speaker and
her/his interlocutor, etc. Without input from such contextual information,
it is impossible to distinguish between descriptive and polemic negation.

3 This would undoubtedly be expressed differently in everyday life, e.g. ‘Mary is rather
clever’.
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4.3 Negative litotes and irony

I have already stated that negative litotes involves a statement that is
expressed by the negation of its contrast. But, as illustrated by (11), it is
not always that simple.

(11) a. She is not unhappy.
b. She is happy.

An utterance like(11))a is not exactly the opposite of the utterance in(11)
(11)b, because ‘not unhappy’ does not necessarily mean that you are
‘happy’, but that the degree of “happiness’ is situated on a scale somewhere
in between the two extremes ‘happy’ and ‘unhappy’. The same analysis
goes for example (12):

(12) This wine isn’t bad.

The predicate ‘not bad’ makes reference to a scalar idea by indicating a
particular degree on a qualitative scale. So, when the speaker regards a
wine as not bad, the quality of the wine must be somewhere in between the
two extremes ‘good’ and ‘bad’ on a scale. By using the negative statement
(pov2), the speaker denies a positive point of view (povl), judging the
wine as bad but not stating exactly her/his own judgement of the quality of
the wine. So the description ‘not bad’ represents various stages on a quality
scale going from ‘slightly bad’, ‘quite good’, ‘rather good’, ‘good’ and
‘really good’ to ‘excellent’. The interpretation of the speaker’s utterance
depends on the context and the situation.

A polyphonic analysis of the combination of negative litotes and irony
becomes rather complicated because each isolated phenomenon can be
regarded as a polyphonic phenomenon in its own right. These phenomena
all have in common that they can unfold different points of view, which are
organised hierarchically. According to Ducrot’s early work on linguistic
polyphony and Nglke’s ScaPoLine theory, any negative statement
refers to a positive one. The speaker who is responsible for the negative
statement always distances her/himself from the positive statement,
which is attributed to another enunciator, hence the refusal of the unity
of the subject/the speaker. The meaning of the combined phenomena, i.e.
negation, litotes and irony, is composed of a literal meaning plus a derived
meaning. So if they are regarded as representing polyphonic aspects, each
phenomenon (litotes and irony) has two points of view: a point of view
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stating something positive, and a second negative point of view denying
the positive point of view. Negative litotes used as irony is an ‘enunciative
double game’, which becomes even more complicated owing to the
presence of the morphosyntactic negation because it provokes the idea of
the presence of two points of view in the utterance. In an example lik 3) the
speaker’s judgement does not appear clearly.

(13)  Your dress is not bad.

What is revealed here is that the speaker expresses an implicit, somewhat
positive point of view in spite of the presence of the morphosyntactic nega-
tion not. The speaker denies her/his full responsibility for the implicit point
of view and is in fact hiding her/his real (positive) judgement by using a
fake point of view. The implicit information is scalar, and it is the inter-
locutor’s responsibility to decode the real meaning. The only information
available is that the denial ‘not bad’ means a refusal of ‘bad’. The negation
not indicates two points of view. This means that the negation here must
be polemic because the explicit point of view, pov2, refutes the implicit
point of view, pov]. But who is responsible for pov]? According to the
polyphonic approach, the speaker who is responsible for the utterance ima-
gines that someone, a real or an imagined person, might have had the point
of view that ‘the dress is bad’, but the point is that it is apparently not an
unknown person. The person responsible is most probably the speaker of
the utterance. The polyphony revealed here is what is called ‘internal po-
lyphony’ (cf Nelke 1994), i.e. the speaker of the utterance is responsible
for povl AND for pov2 as well.*

Rossari (2011) claims that the negation in litotes is always descriptive
because the speaker is not in opposition to somebody else, but just
downplays the message. When negative litotes is used ironically, I
claim that the negation must be polemic because the speaker enters into
a polyphonic negotiation with her/himself in order to soften her/his real
point of view. So the only interpretation of ironic negative litotes is that
the speaker does not clarify her/his point of view exactly. In other words,
it is the interlocutor who has to decode the speaker’s point of view. For
argumentative reasons, the speaker softens the pov2 for which (s)he is
responsible and avoids threatening the interlocutor’s negative face. The
speaker does not want to be responsible, and presents instead a point of view
with which (s)he negotiates.

4 Cf. Berrendonner’s expresssion ‘the false naive’ from his article ‘Portrait de
I’énonciateur en faux naif’ 2002 (‘Portrait of the speaker as a false naive’).
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It is true that negative ironic litotes constitutes a violation of the quality
and quantity maxim. The reason why the speaker does not want to be fully
responsible must be found in the contextual situation; so, the speaker prefers
negative litotes because (s)he wanted to say more than was possible in the
given situation. The success of the speaker’s ironic intentions when using
negative litotes depends on the interlocutor’s ability to identify, understand
and interpret these intentions.

5. Can we conclude?

When the meaning of negative litotes is ironic, the morphosyntactic
negation is polemic. The speaker is responsible for the points of view
which exist in the polyphonic game in which (s)he plays the antagonist
role. In fact, it is the speaker who is responsible for the explicit point of view,
but at the same time (s)he is hidden/masked as a false naive person who
is hiding her/his real meaning. But why does the speaker conceal her/his
real meaning? Is the speaker insincere, trying to hide her/his realintentions
within the communicative act? If this is the reason for the use of negative
litotes, it must be a conversational tool that allows her/him to mitigate
the communication in order to facilitate a dialogue or conversation which
(s)he considers too brutal or too harsh in the situation in question. The
function of litotes is to soften the speaker’s utterance, but it also tends to
be used to avoid open responsibility for the real point of view, precisely
because irony can be face-threatening for either of the interlocutors. There is
certainly no doubt that irony and litotes can be overused as a conversational
phenomenon; and as George Orwell says in a footnote in his essay “Politics
and the English Language” (1946:8): “one can cure oneself of the not un-
formation by memorizing this sentence: A not unblack dog was chasing a
not unsmall rabbit across a not ungreen field.”
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Language in the genes: Where’s the evidence?

Ocke-Schwen Bohn
Aarhus University

Abstract

Evidence regarding the genetic bases of human language abilities comes from
many sources, but none is as rich and reliable as the one that comes from infant
speech perception studies. This contribution provides an overview of how
research on infant speech perception informs the debate on the genetic basis
of human language abilities. Specifically, this contribution reviews findings
which document infants’ abilities to learn from pre- and postnatal experience,
and findings which strongly suggest that humans possess language-specific
abilities as part of their genetic makeup.

1. Introduction

Linguists disagree on many things, but there is perhaps no divide as
deep as the one between those who view linguistic knowledge as largely
shaped by experience with the ambient language(s) and learned through
the application of general cognitive principles, and those who claim that
the linguistic knowledge of humans is genetically based. Traditionally,
the evidence that the “geneticists” bring to bear on this issue comes from
(putative) language universals, from the assumption that the learning of
native languages (L1s) is fast, and from the claim that negative feedback
does not play any role in L1 acquisition (Vikner 2001).

The problem with these three sources of evidence is that they are not as
solid as the genetic camp would like them to be. Language universals can
be specifically linguistic, but in many cases the jury is still out on whether
alternative accounts, such as those that invoke a cognitive or functional
basis for language universals, are not more valid (Haspelmath 2008). The
claim that L1 acquisition is fast depends very much on what is meant by
“fast”; the evidence clearly shows that children in their second decade
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of life do not yet have the same linguistic knowledge as adults do (C.
Chomsky 1969; Hazan & Barrett 2000). A recent large-scale study even
reported that “native speakers did not reach asymptote until around 30
years old” (Hartshorne, Tenenbaum & Pinker 2018: 269). This is certainly
fast in geologic terms, but slow in terms of human development. Finally,
the claim that L1 learning takes place in the absence of negative evidence
(which learners receive when they produce ungrammatical utterances) is
one of the most hotly debated issues in L1 acquisition research. While both
parents and psycholinguists know that attempts to provide children with
explicit direct negative evidence (in which the learner is explicitly told
what is wrong) are wasted on the learner, L1 acquisition researchers agree
that the input of child learners contains implicit direct negative evidence
(in which the learner is exposed to an adult reformulation of her utterance).
The unresolved issue of contention is whether L1 learners (can) use this
type of negative evidence to learn their language (Saxton 2000).

A sympathetic evaluation of the traditional arguments for a genetic
basis of linguistic abilities would have to conclude that the three pillars on
which they rest (universals which do not have a general cognitive/functional
basis, “fast” language acquisition, irrelevance of negative feedback) lack a
solid empirical foundation. Still, the facts that humans are the only species
that communicates through language and that language acquisition is
highly regular and (near-)universal in our species makes it seem logical
to assume that the species-specific trait “language” must have a genetic
basis. But where is the evidence for this? An obvious area of research
to consider in the pursuit of this question are studies of infants’ (pre-)
linguistic abilities. Infants’ linguistically relevant abilities are due either
to early exposure to the ambient language(s), or to the fact that evolution
has prepared human infants to acquire any language. Much research on
infant speech perception has been motivated by a strong interest in teasing
apart the effects of early experience on the one hand and innate abilities
on the other. This contribution provides an overview of how research on
infant speech perception informs the debate on the genetic basis of human
language abilities.

The structure of this chapter mirrors the chronology of speech
perception development over the first year, with an outlook on later speech
perception abilities in adolescence and adulthood. Section 2 provides an
overview of linguistically relevant abilities at or around birth, and section 3
examines how early experience interacts with innate abilities over the first
year of life and beyond.
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2. Linguistically relevant abilities at (or around) age 0

Two reasons can be given for the somewhat unprecise title of this section, in
which “around” covers late prenatal and early postnatal ontogenesis: First,
the fetal auditory system is functional during the final prenatal trimester
(Lickliter 1993), which makes it necessary to include the prenatal period
in any discussion of infants’ linguistically relevant abilities. Second, the
“around” reflects the tradition in the infant literature to refer to infants up
to the age of 8 weeks as “newborn”, which is justified because of the very
different behavioral, cognitive, and neuropsychological characteristics
of newborns, thus defined, from infants two months and older (Watson,
Robbins & Best 2014).

The abilities which newborns demonstrate are usually interpreted
as being due to either prenatal experience or genetic endowment, with
the important qualification that external stimulation can only become
experience if the stimulated organism is genetically predisposed to turn
stimulation into experience. So, which linguistically relevant abilities and
biases do newborns possess?

2.1 Global properties of speech

Newborns enter this world with broad predispositions and with experience-
based knowledge which both indicate that some of the prerequisites for
language learning are in place already at birth. Newborns discriminate
speech from nonspeech (Alegria & Noirot 1982), and they prefer to listen
to normal speech as opposed to speech played backwards, filtered speech,
or sine-wave analogues of speech (Dehaene-Lambertz, Dehaene & Hertz-
Pannier 2002; Vouloumanos & Werker 2007). However, they broadly
prefer to listen to primate vocalizations and only later, at three months of
age, narrow their preferences down to human speech (Voloumanos et al.
2010). With respect to more specific biases, it has been known for some
time that newborns prefer to listen to their mother’s voice (Mehler et al.
1978). More recently, Voegtline et al. (2013) measured the response (heart
rate, movement in utero) in fetuses at 36 weeks gestation and found that
the fetuses demonstrated maternal voice recognition. The attentiveness of
fetuses to the nonsegmental properties of speech to which they have access
in the low-pass filter environment of the womb, i.e., rhythm and intonation,
is further evidenced by the preference of newborns to listen to infant
directed as opposed to adult directed speech (Cooper & Aslin 1990), most
likely because in many cultures, infant directed speech is characterized
by higher and more varied pitch (Fernald et al. 1989; but see Bohn 2013).
The prenatal attentiveness to pitch changes was also demonstrated in study
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by Partanen et al. (2013), who reported that newborns display mismatch
responses in response to pitch changes in speech-like auditory stimuli
heard before birth. The sensitivity of fetuses to rhythmic properties of
speech is evidenced by newborns’ preference for their mother’s language
(if the mother is monolingual) or languages (if the mother is bilingual)
as shown by Byers-Heinlein, Burns & Werker (2010) for rhythmically
distinct languages such as English and Tagalog. Interestingly, a study by
Moon, Lagercrantz & Kuhl (2012) revealed that the language experience
of fetuses is not restricted to nonsegmental properties because infants born
to American English women or to Swedish-speaking women responded
differently (sucking rate) to vowels from the native as opposed to the
nonnative language.

Except for the very broad and apparently genetically based preference
for sounds produced by human(-like) vocal tracts, the above brief overview
suggests that the newborn’s linguistically relevant preferences are all based
on prenatal experience with the mother’s speech characteristics. Clearly,
these prenatally shaped preferences prepare and aid the infant in her
species-specific task of acquiring the ambient language(s). However, the
prenatal stimulation could not become experienced-based linguistically
relevant knowledge if the infant did not have the ability to process these
stimuli. Part of the genetic basis of this ability has been well documented
for a long time. For instance, Molfese (1977) reported that newborns
show cerebral specialization for speech (left hemisphere) and nonspeech
(right hemisphere). A more recent study localized speech processing in the
newborn more narrowly and found, using fMRI, a left-lateralized response
in the temporal cortex for speech compared to biological non-speech sounds,
indicating that this region is selective for speech by the first month of life
(Shultz et al. 2014). This and similar findings for 3-month-olds (Homae,
Watanabe & Taga 2014) is not only informative regarding the locus of
speech processing very early in life. It also supports the “speech is special”
claim of the Motor Theory of speech perception, which postulates that the
processes by which humans decode linguistic messages from the acoustic
signal are different from auditory processes used to perceive non-speech
acoustic signals (Liberman et al. 1967). For adults, there is convincing
behavioral and neurological evidence that the human perceptual system
responds differently to speech as opposed to general auditory input (e.g.,
Mattingly et al. 1971; Van Lancker & Fromkin 1973; Best & Avery 1999),
and the studies just cited strongly suggest that this specialization for speech
is part of our genetic makeup.
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2.2 Specific properties of speech

Perhaps one of the most solid findings from research on early infant
development concerns the ability of infants to discriminate stimuli from
consonant continua in a categorical fashion (Eimas et al. 1971), no matter
whether the contrast is used in the infant’s ambient language(s) (Lasky,
Syrdal-Lasky & Klein 1975; Streeter 1976). What is meant by “categorical
fashion” is that infants, just like adults, do not discriminate just any two
acoustically distinct stimuli, rather, they discriminate just those stimuli
which straddle the boundary between two categories as established in adult
perception experiments. Until recently, this finding has been replicated for
just about any consonant contrast on which infants have been tested, and it
has been found in infants right after they were born (for a review, see Eimas
1985), which very strongly suggests that the infant ability to discriminate
consonant contrasts categorically is part of their genetic makeup.

The importance of this finding for developmental psychology and
psycholinguistics was and still is enormous, because it radically changed
the view of infants’ abilities that was prevalent in the first half of the last
century and beyond. This view was expressed by Fry (1966: 198) as “the
child begins by being insensible to differences among speech sounds ... a
vital part of language-learning in the early stages is the process by which he
becomes sensitive to more and more differences among sounds”. Clearly,
this empiricist view, for which empirical evidence did not exist at the time
of Fry’s claim, is wrong. However, the very well documented fact that,
to re-write Fry, the child begins by being sensible to differences among
speech sounds has to be qualified for the present discussion of infants’
innate linguistically relevant abilities.

The first qualification has to acknowledge comparative studies which
have shown that some of the contrasts which newborns discriminate
categorically are also categorically discriminated by other animals. For
example, Kuhl & Miller (1975) showed that chinchillas, whose peripheral
auditory system is quite similar to that of humans, equivalence-classified
stimuli from a voice onset time continuum in much the same way as
human adults, with a steep labeling function and a boundary located very
near the boundary of what humans classify as [da] vs. [ta]. This suggests
that, at least with respect to the syllable-initial voicing contrast for stop
consonants, human infants exploit general capacities of the mammalian
auditory system (see also Kuhl 1981).

The second qualification considers what, at first sight, could be viewed
as a partial rehabilitation of Fry’s (1966) global claim. Several recent
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studies seem to suggest that it is not the case that infants can discriminate
all consonant contrasts in a categorical fashion, no matter whether the
contrast is used in the infant’s ambient language(s). For example, Narayan,
Werker & Beddor (2010) found that English-learning infants could not
discriminate the syllable-initial [na-na] contrast at any of the tested ages
up to 12 months, but Filipino-learning infants could, though first at the age
of 10-12 months (not at 6-8 months). Because Filipino, but not English,
has this contrast, Narayan, Werker & Beddor interpreted this finding as
suggesting that acoustic salience (which is low for the [na-na] contrast)
affects the ability of infants to discriminate consonant contrasts, and that
language experience facilitates discrimination of acoustically similar
distinctions. This interpretation is further supported by Sato, Sogabe
& Mazuka (2010), who reported that Japanese-learning infants do not
discriminate vowel length contrasts (which are phonemic in Japanese)
until the age of ca. 8 months. Likewise, Sato, Kato & Mazuka (2012) found
that Japanese-learning infants acquire sensitivity to contrasts of single/
geminate obstruents first by 9.5 months of age. Further support for the
view that the ability to discriminate contrasts which are not particularly
salient needs to be learned and is not innate, comes from a study by Polka,
Colantonio & Sundara (2001), who reported that English-leaning infants’
discrimination of [d]-[3] is poor, and from a study by Shin, Choi & Mazuka
(2018), who found that Korean-learning infants do not discriminate the
Korean plain-tense [s-s*] contrast until the age of 7-9 months.

However, a recent study casts doubt on the revisionist view that infants’
ability to discriminate contrasts is restricted to acoustically salient contrasts,
and that subtle contrasts depend on language experience. Sundara et al.
(2018) attempted to replicate the findings of Narayan, Werker & Beddor
(2010). In one experiment, Sundara et al. used the stimuli employed by
Narayan, Werker & Beddor in a very similar procedure which, however,
differed in that it was fully infant-controlled. Sundara et al. (2018) reported
that, using this more sensitive paradigm, English-learning children could
indeed discriminate the syllable-initial [na-na] contrast at 4 months of
age, unlike what Narayan, Werker & Beddor (2010) had reported using
a less sensitive non-infant controlled paradigm. Additionally, Sundara et
al. (2018) showed that both French-learning and English-learning infants
could discriminate the acoustically not very salient Tamil dental-retroflex
contrasts for both nasals and laterals at 6 months of age. Even though
the infants in the Sundara et al. study were not newborns, these findings
show that early experience is not necessary for the ability to discriminate
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subtle consonant contrasts. This suggests that, to conclude, the evidence
contradicts Fry (1966): The child does indeed begin by being sensible to
differences among speech sounds.

This section has focused on consonant perception because the research
on vowel perception in newborns and older infants has primarily addressed
sets of questions that relate to the perceptual narrowing pattern (see section
3.1), the characteristics, origins, and functions of perceptual asymmetries
(see section 3.2), and bimodal/intermodal speech perception in infancy. The
latter question was first addressed by Kuhl & Meltzoft (1982; 1984) who
examined at what age infants, like adults, are intermodal perceivers who
exploit and integrate information about speech from the auditory and the
visual channel. The finding by Kuhl & Meltzoff (1982; 1984) that 5 months
old infants recognize the correspondence between auditorily and visually
presented speech sounds (for the extreme vowels [i] and [a]) pointed to an
early link between the channels and between the production and perception
of vowels. At first sight, it could be argued that this link is not specific
to speech sounds because infants at that age also successfully integrate
visual and auditory information for the perception of nonspeech events
such as a sound burst and a visual impact (Spelke 1979, see also Bahrick
1983). However, more recent studies have pushed the age at which this link
can be observed further down to 4 months (Bahrick, Netto & Hernandez-
Keif et al. 1998; Patterson & Werker 2002). The finding by Patterson &
Werker (2003) that infants as young as 2 months provide robust evidence
of matching vowel information in face and voice was interpreted by the
authors as supporting arguments for “some kind of privileged processing
or particularly rapid learning of phonetic information”. The privileged
processing would point to a genetic origin of this ability, and even the rapid
learning would suggest that the speed at which this learning takes place is
possible only if it builds on some kind of predisposition.

3. Infant speech perception from newborn to toddler (and beyond)
3.1 Perceptual narrowing

Much of the research on infant speech perception after the newborn stage
has focused on the question of when infants, who initially are universal
perceivers, become language-specific listeners, and, more specifically, the
chronology of different aspects of speech perception changes (e.g., for
different consonant classes, for vowels, for prosodic properties). At first
sight it could appear that the infant age range between newborn (up to ca.
2 months) and toddler (ca. 12 months) has little to offer for any discussion
of the genetic basis of linguistically relevant knowledge because this age
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is largely characterized by a perceptual narrowing pattern during which
infants tune in to native speech properties. This attunement first affects
prosodic properties: Whereas newborns can only discriminate languages
from different rhythmical classes like English and French, 5-month olds
discriminate languages from the same rhythmical class, e.g., English and
Dutch (Nazzi & Ramus 2003; Nazzi, Jusczyk & Johnson 2000). Between 6
and 12 months, infants become worse at discriminating consonant contrasts
which do not occur in their native language (for a review, see Werker & Tees
2005, for an interesting exception see Best, McRoberts & Sithole 1988)
and they show improved discrimination of native contrasts (e.g., Kuhl et
al. 2000), indicating perceptual elaboration as a function of experience
with the native language(s). The findings for vowels are less clear: Within-
category discrimination is clearly affected by the ambient language at 6
months of age (Kuhl et al. 1992) and a meta-analysis by Tsuji & Cristia
(2014) revealed a similar (but earlier) perceptual narrowing pattern for
vowels as for consonants. However, this pattern is not confirmed by all
studies: Polka & Bohn (1996) found that cross-category discrimination of
native and nonnative vowels did not change for English- and for German-
learning infants between the ages of 6 and 12 months.

Overall, the speech perception development between the newborn and
the toddler age is characterized by a maintenance of discrimination abilities
for those sounds that occur contrastively in the ambient language(s), and
a “loss” of abilities that do not. The quotation marks around “loss” are
important and highly relevant to the topic of this contribution, because
Werker (1989), who originally characterized the role of experience as
leading to either maintenance or “loss” of perceptual abilities, later made
it clear that “developmental change does not involve loss” (Werker 1994:
93). This is an important point because what happens in the second half
of the first year of life is a reversible shift of attention away from those
acoustic cues that are not phonologically informative. There is a very
large body of research, especially on cross-language and second language
speech perception, which clearly shows that the universal perceptual
abilities that all humans had as newborns are never completely lost (e.g.,
due to neurophysiological ageing), but remain latent and can be re-learned,
through immersion or perceptual training, at any of the adult ages which
have been examined (for a review, see Bohn 2018). A more appropriate
characterization of the influence of the ambient language on speech
perception in the second half of the first year of life (instead of maintenance
vs. “loss” of initial, most likely innate abilities) would be maintenance
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vs. latency. This characterization is not just supported by studies of L2
speech perception but also by studies which examined the relearning of
perceptual abilities in international adoptees who were exposed to a native
sound system in infancy, then grew up in a language environment with no
exposure to native sound contrasts, and still showed native-like perception
after many years of zero exposure (e.g., Au et al. 2002; Oh, Au & Jun 2010;
Choi, Cutler & Broersma 2017).

3.2 Maintenance of perceptual biases

Another phenomenon which points to a species-specific and thus perhaps
genetically based aspect of human language learning ability was first
described by Polka & Bohn (1996), who observed that both English-learning
and German-learning infants are biased vowel perceivers. As confirmed by
a series of later studies (e.g., Bohn & Polka 2001; Polka & Bohn 2003;
2011), vowels which are peripheral in the universal human articulatory/
acoustic vowel space have a special status vis-a-vis less peripheral vowels,
e.g., the more peripheral English [&] as opposed to the less peripheral
English [e] vowel. As is customary in many infant speech perception
studies, we used a change/no change paradigm, in which both English-
learning, German-learning, and Danish-learning children consistently
were much better at discriminating a vowel contrast if the change was
presented from a less peripheral to a more peripheral vowel (e.g., [y] to
[u]) than from a more peripheral to a less peripheral vowel (e.g., [u] to
[v])- A review of the literature revealed that this perceptual asymmetry
favoring relatively peripheral vowels was observed (but not interpreted) in
several other studies with different methodologies (regarding procedures,
types stimuli, participants), which led us to propose the Natural Referent
Vowel (NRV) framework (Polka & Bohn 2011). Research inspired by this
framework addresses a range of questions including those regarding the
origin, the species-specificity, and the maintenance or loss of this bias
beyond infancy.

Two of the questions addressed within the NRV framework are
highly relevant in the context of the topic of this contribution, namely,
species-specificity and maintenance or loss of the perceptual bias favoring
relatively peripheral vowels in infant speech perception. Regarding the
question of whether the perceptual biases observed with human infants are
unique to our species, the review of the relevant literature by Polka & Bohn
(2003) revealed that the perceptual asymmetries which had been observed
in non-human species (cats and blackbirds, see Hienz, Sachs & Sinnott
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1981 and Hienz, Alesczyk & May 1996) are a function of just one acoustic
parameter of the stimuli, namely, the frequency of the second formant
(F2), which is very different in nature from asymmetries observed in infant
speech perception studies: For infants, vowels that serve as attractors in
perceptual asymmetries are those which are relatively more peripheral in
the human vowel space. This is acoustically much more complex than the
simple change in F2 because it can be signaled by an increase or a decrease
in either F1 and/or F2. Polka & Bohn (2003; 2011) suggest that this
difference between human infants and non-human animals can be taken
as indication of a special adaptation to the human vowel space in humans.
It should be noted however, that these perceptual biases have not yet been
tested in infants younger than 4 months, so the alternative interpretation
that the special status of relatively peripheral vowels could be experienced-
based (through infant-directed speech, see Kuhl et al. 1997, or by exposure
to typical facial expressions mothers direct to their infants, which are the
visual equivalents of corner vowels, see Chong et al. 2003), cannot be
ruled out.

Regarding the maintenance or loss of the perceptual bias favoring
relatively peripheral vowels in infant speech perception, a hypothesis
developed using the NRV framework is that these biases will be lost if
nonfunctional because the ambient language(s) provide(s) experience
with both members of the contrast, but will be maintained if the ambient
language(s) do not provide this experience. This hypothesis has been
confirmed, for instance in studies of the discrimination of the [u-y]| vowel
contrast, which English-learning and German-learning infants discriminate
asymmetrically. English-speaking adults, who are not exposed to this
contrast, maintain this asymmetry, whereas German adults, in whose
language this contrast is phonemic, do not show this asymmetry. These
and other results summarized in Polka & Bohn (2011; see also Bohn &
Polka 2014; Polka, Bohn & Weiss 2015), show how innate propensities
and native language experience may interact.

The infant vowel perception research briefly referred to above suggests,
to paraphrase Nam & Polka (2016: 57), that “the phonetic landscape in
infant ... perception is an uneven terrain”. A recent meta-analysis by Tsuji &
Cristia (2017) has solidly confirmed the basic tenet of the NRV framework,
namely, that infants are not blank slates as far as vowel perception is
concerned. But what about consonants? Are there consonants which have
a special status in both infant and adult speech perception and which thus
suggest innate predispositions? The question of whether natural referent
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consonants exist has only recently been explored in just a few infant and
adult perception studies. In general, and to the extent that generalization is
possible, the evidence so far suggests that the alveolar place of articulation
has this special status, no matter whether the manner of articulation is stop,
fricative, affricate, or approximant. (For infants, see Tsuji et al. 2015; for
adults, see Cutler, Weber & Otake 2006; Lai 2009; Bundgaard-Nielsen et
al. 2015; Schluter, Politzer-Ahles & Almeida 2016.) Overall, these studies
suggest that alveolars are somehow “better” consonants for both L1 and
L2 learners. More research is clearly needed, but the findings reported so
far carry the promise of providing a psycholinguistic basis for descriptive
notions such as “underspecification” and “markedness”.

4. Conclusion

The aim of'this contribution was to review infant speech perception research
for evidence addressing the question of a genetic basis of linguistically
relevant abilities. This review showed that newborns have already
prenatally learned about the global properties of the ambient language(s).
They seem to be biologically well prepared to process linguistically
relevant information because the left temporal cortex in the fetal human
brain is specialized to process speech as opposed to nonspeech sounds.
At the earliest possible age that infants can be tested, they demonstrate
an innate ability to discriminate consonant contrasts, no matter whether
these contrasts occur in the ambient language(s) or not. This ability is
never lost, it remains latent and can be re-acquired at any age. For infants,
the phonetic landscape is uneven, with certain speech sounds having a
universally privileged status. This apparently innately skewed perception
of speech sounds can also be observed in adults. In conclusion, research
on speech perception provides clear evidence that humans are not blank
slates. An important part of our species-specific ability to learn and use
language is indeed in the genes.
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No escape from the island: On extraction from
complement wh-clauses in English'

Ken Ramshgj Christensen & Anne Mette Nyvad
Aarhus University

Abstract

In theoretical syntax, English complement wh-clause are considered syntactic
islands which block extraction in an asymmetric way: Argument extraction
is more acceptable than adjunct extraction. Though this pattern is often
assumed to be universal, studies have shown that Danish (and other Mainland
Scandinavian languages) may be exceptions. It has also been argued that
the patterns of (un)acceptability are biased by expert intuitions. We present
data from 100 native speakers of English which confirms (i) that English
complement wh-clauses are islands, (ii) that there is a (subtle) argument-
adjunct asymmetry, and (iii) that this acceptability pattern is not due to
participant bias. Together with earlier findings on Danish, these results are
compatible with an island account that relies on parametric variation in the
possibility of CP-recursion.

1. Introduction: The standard pattern

It has been reported numerous times that extracting an argument (e.g. what
or which) from a complement wh-clause is more acceptable than extracting
an adjunct (such as how or where), though neither is considered completely
acceptable in English, as illustrated in (1), taken from Rizzi (1990: 4):

! We would like to thank Sten Vikner for many years of interesting discussions on com-

parative generative syntax, movement and islands, and on the nature of language in
general. It has been our pleasure and privilege to have him first as our teacher, then as our
supervisor, and eventually as our colleague and friend. Many thanks to Hubert Haider
for his constructive review and to the participants at the Symposium on Syntactic Islands
in Scandinavian and English, Aarhus University, June 11-12, 2019. This research was
partly funded by the Danish Council for Independent Research, DFF (grant ID: DFF-
6107-00190).

Ken Ramshej Christensen, Henrik Jorgensen & Johanna L. Wood (eds.). 2019.
The Sign of the V — Papers in Honour of Sten Vikner.

Dept. of English, School of Communication & Culture, Aarhus University,

pp. 95-112, doi:10.7146/aul.348.91. © The author(s).




96 Ken Ramshagj Christensen & Anne Mette Nyvad

(1) a. ??Which problem do you wonder [how, John could solve __, | ]?
b. *How, do you wonder [which problem John couldsolve __, _ ]?

Extracting an argument, as in (1)a, is traditionally explained as a
Subjacency violation (Haegeman 1994: 402), because what crosses two
IPs. What makes adjunct extraction, as in (1)b, worse is that in addition
to the Subjacency violation, it also violates the Empty Category Principle
(Haegeman 1994: 442), because the trace of Zow is not lexically governed.

Both violate the general principle of locality (cf. the Minimal Link
Condition (Chomsky 1995: 311) and Relativized Minimality (Rizzi 1990))
because movement of the wh-element to the matrix spec-CP ‘skips’ the
intermediate spec-CP in the embedded clause. Movement must take place
in successive cyclic (i.e. local) steps, cf. the Successive Cyclic Hypothesis
(Poole 2011: 160), a principle which is independently supported with data
from many cross-linguistic studies (Kayne & Pollock 1978; Torrego 1984;
Chung & McCloskey 1987; Henry 1995), language acquisition studies
(Felser 2004; Crain & Thornton 1998), and psycholinguistic studies
(Gibson & Warren 2004; Marinis et al. 2005).

The argument/adjunct asymmetry in wh-island extraction, as in (1),
i1s assumed to be universal. However, as discussed below, it has been
argued that at least some languages allow both types of extraction without
asymmetry (Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad 2013a). It has also been argued
that the expert intuitions on which syntactic theory is based are flawed due
to confirmation bias (syntacticians presumably want the data to support
their theory) (Dabrowska 2010). It could also be that such intuitions are
affected by knowledge of other languages (due to mere exposure to foreign
languages or outright bilingualism) (Bohnacker 2006; Booth, Clenton
& Van Herwegen 2018). In short, the question is whether we can be
confident that there is an underlying universal constraint that results in the
grammaticality judgements in (1), and if not, what about locality?

Studies on extraction from complement wh-clauses in Danish
(Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad 2013a; Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad
2013Db) suggest that such structures are not islands but may simply be very
difficult to process. The results showed that sentences involving movement
out of an embedded wh-clause which is uncontroversially grammatical,
as in (2), are less than fully acceptable, and that it is more acceptable to
extract an argument than an adjunct.
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(2) a.  Which problem, do you think [that John could solve ___ ]?
b.  How, do you think [that John could solve the problem ___ ]?

These effects naturally follow from processing considerations, since
movement as such increases working memory load which reduces
acceptability, and because some of the fronted wh-elements could
(temporarily) be misconstrued as complements of the matrix verb (cf.
also Fodor & Inoue’s (1998) Attach Anyway heuristic, Frazier & Clifton’s
(1989) Active Filler Hypothesis, and lingering garden-path interpretations
(Ferreira, Christianson & Hollingworth 2001)). The fronted argument
wh-elements were Matrix Verb Compatible [+MVC], i.e. compatible as
arguments/adjuncts of the matrix verb, and the temporary interpretation
(attachment) at the matrix verb is well-formed (What did she know?). The
adjunct wh-elements, on the other hand were matrix verb incompatible [—
MV(], i.e. not compatible as arguments/adjuncts of the matrix verb, and
the temporary interpretation at the matrix verb is anomalous (Where did she
know?). The temporary anomaly induced by matrix verb incompatibility
further decreases acceptability. The results in Christensen, Kizach &
Nyvad (2013a) also showed effects of trial such that the participants found
the island violations slightly more acceptable as a function of exposure
(i.e. an amelioration effect). This was also the case for uncontroversially
grammatical long movement of arguments and adjuncts, as in (2), but
crucially, not for clearly ungrammatical sentences.

It has been argued that Danish allows extractions from a range of
structures that are normally considered islands, possibly due to a syntactic
parameter that allows recursive CPs in Danish, but not in English (Nyvad,
Christensen & Vikner 2017; Vikner, Christensen & Nyvad 2017). In a
nutshell, the argument is that Danish (and potentially the other Mainland
Scandinavian languages) have the option of a recursive functional cP-layer
(‘little ¢P”), which allows extraction by providing extra specifier positions
and complementizer stacking; all subordinate clause types (embedded
clauses headed by an overt or non-overt complementizer, embedded wh-
questions, clauses that are complements of nouns, and relative clauses)
are cPs (‘little ¢Ps), whereas ‘big” CP is only found in (embedded as
well as main) V2 clauses. Modern English does not allow multiple
complementizers in the same minimal clause (such as, because that, if
that, which that), whereas Middle English did (Vikner 1995: 121-122).
In Danish, it is ubiquitous: fordi at (because that), hvis at (if that), som at
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der (which/that that that) (Nyvad 2016). However, it is also conceivable
that extractions from wh-clauses in English are just difficult to process but
not ungrammatical, as is arguably the case for Danish. In this paper, we
present the results from a study on extraction from complement wh-clauses
in English using the same experimental setup and design as in our studies
on wh-islands in Danish.

There is also an ongoing debate about the nature of data that has
traditionally been used in generative syntax. For example, Branigan &
Pickering (2017: 4-5) argue that the “standard” approach to data collection,
which they claim is “to ask a single informant about the acceptability of a
few sentences”, is fundamentally flawed. It is open to various sorts of bias
from the informant, who might be influenced by what they know about
linguistic theory or what they think about the information-seeking linguist;
see also Gibson & Fedorenko (2010). However, all of these objections to
the (caricature of the) “standard” approach have been answered in detail,
and there seems to be no real reason to suspect that generative syntactic
theory is based on false assumptions and flawed acceptability judgments
(Featherston 2009; Phillips 2009; Sprouse & Almeida 2017; Christensen
2019). Some of the concerns should still be taken seriously, however.
One concern is that there is good reason to carry out experiments with
many examples and many participants when examining subtle contrasts in
acceptability in order to avoid participant or expert bias (Gibson, Piantadosi
& Fedorenko 2013); another concern is that expert intuitions may also be
biased (Dabrowska 2010).

Following the generally accepted assumption that complement wh-
clauses are weak islands in English, i.e. they exhibit a selective, non-
uniform extraction pattern (Szabolcsi 2006), and the uncontroversial
assumption that movement in itself increases processing load, we made
the following set of predictions:

Prediction 1: There are processing effects: Movement per se increases
processing load which decreases acceptability (which is not an effect
attributable to the specifics of the grammar of English).

Prediction 2: Complement wh-clauses are islands, and extraction leads
to consistent ungrammaticality or (at least) severely reduced acceptability.
Therefore, (non-local) movement across a wh-element in the embedded
spec-CP is significantly less acceptable than long (local, successive-cyclic)
wh-movement. We assume that English wh-islands are ‘real’ islands (i.e.,
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what blocks extraction is structural and absolute, not a matter of processing
load) and as such immune to lexical effects, and therefore, the level of
acceptability of extraction from a wh-island does not correlate with the
frequency of occurrence of the matrix verb.

Prediction 3: The acceptability pattern for extraction out of a wh-
island is asymmetric. Argument extraction is more acceptable as it ‘only’
violates locality (or rather, Subjacency), whereas adjunct extraction is less
acceptable because it also violates the Empty Category Principle.

Prediction 4: The pattern is not due to participant bias, neither expert
bias (effect of being a linguist), nor repetition (effect of trial).

There might potentially be sociolinguistic factors that affect the
acceptability judgments. It could be that there is variation between
different varieties of English, or that there are overall differences between
participants of different age or level of education. It is also possible that
there is transfer from one language to another in bilinguals. To test for
(and to control for) these possibilities, we also looked at the main effects
of bilingualism, nationality, age, and level of education of the participants.
However, since we did not have any theoretically or empirically motivated
hypotheses about how any of these particular factors might specifically
influence island extractions, we did not look for interaction effects. Their
potential main effects were included as controls.

2. Experiment

2.1 Participants

The task description specified that participants must be native speakers of
English, and the survey itself also contained a control question requiring
participants to confirm they were native speakers. Only responses fromnative
speakers were included in the analysis. In total, 122 persons participated
in our online survey, which was sent to various Facebook forums for
people interested in English (e.g. university English departments). In the
analysis, we included only responses from people aged 11-100 with 8-29
years of education, and only nationalities with more than 10 participants.
This filtering resulted in 100 native speakers of English (male 52, female
48; linguists 57, non-linguists 43); nationality: 45% from the UK, 45%
from the USA, 10% from Canada; participants per list: 10, 13, 11, 13, 15,
38), mean age 42.6 years (range=18-81, SD=17.7) with a mean length of
education of 19.5 years (range=12-27, SD=3.2).
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2.2 Materials

The target stimuli consisted of 72 sentences embedded in a total set of 140
sentences: 12 sets of six target types as illustrated in Table 1: Baseline (no
movement), Long ARG (argument extraction from the embedded clause),
Long ADJ extraction (adjunct extraction from the embedded clause),
Across ARG (island violation by argument extraction), Across ADJ (island
violation by adjunct extraction), Anomaly (ungrammatical). All sentences
were carefully constructed such that the matrix verb was incompatible
with the wh-phrase in order to avoid (as far as possible) interpreting the
sentences as local, matrix clause questions.

Example Type

The mother explained that they should treat the children very leniently. Baseline
Which children did the mother explain that they should treat very leniently? Long ARG
How leniently did the mother explain that they should treat the children? Long ADJ
Which children did the mother explain how leniently they should treat?  Across ARG
How leniently did the mother explain which children they should treat? ~ Across ADJ
The mother explained how leniently which children they should treat. Anomaly

Table 1: Examples of the six types of sentences in the stimulus set.

All sentences were in the simple past tense, and the number of words
was kept constant (except the interrogative structures which triggered the
addition of dummy-do).

The sentences were distributed evenly over six lists, making sure that
each participant saw each matrix verb only once (and hence, judged only
one member of each quadruple). The same 20 fillers occurred on all lists,
such that each list consisted of 40 sentences in randomized order. The six
lists were presented as online surveys using Google Drive. Each participant
chose a list based on the month of their birthday: January—February = list 6,
March-April = list 5, etc.

2.3 Procedure

The task consisted of acceptability judgments on a five-point Likert
scale from 1 (completely unacceptable) to 5 (completely acceptable).
Participants were instructed to base their judgments on their own intuition,
not on what they might expect to be correct or standard language, and to
ignore punctuation. The instructions also included the following examples
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of a completely unacceptable sentence (1 on the scale) and a completely
acceptable one (5 on the scale), respectively:

(3) a. *What kind of food did the truck explains that the mule died?
b. The child often broke the rules.

2.4 Results

Using R (R Core Team 2017) with the /merTest Package (Kuznetsova,
Brockhoff & Christensen 2017) and the MASS Package (Venables &
Ripley 2002), the results were subjected to a linear mixed-effects analysis
with sliding contrasts to compare the neighboring levels in the type
factor. To control for effects of frequency of occurrence of the matrix
verb (Christensen & Nyvad 2014), our model included the mean of the
z-transformed frequencies of each verbs in the British National Corpus
(Davies 2004) and in the Corpus of Contemporary American English
(Davies 2008). The maximal model with all random intercepts and slopes
(Barr et al. 2013) failed to converge as did the zero-correlation parameter
model (Bates et al. 2015). The maximal converging model included
random intercepts for participants and items and random slopes for trial by
participants. The mean acceptability ratings are presented in Figure 1, and
the results of the statistical analysis are presented in Table 2.

5 —

-

4 — .
—kkk
+
3 —
— &k
2 —
1 -
Baseline Long.ARG Long.ADJ Across.ARG Across.ADJ Anomaly

Figure 1: Mean acceptability ratings per type across items and participants.
***significant p<0.001, **significant p<0.01, *significant p<0.05 (-marginal
p<0.1). Error bars +1 standard error.
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Estimate SE df t-value p-value

Long ARG — Baseline -0.83 045 63.1 -1.82 0.074
Long ADJ — Long ARG 0.91 0.55 61.8 1.65 0.104
Across ARG — Long ADJ -2.25 0.58 624 -3.89 0.000  ***
Across ADJ — Across ARG 0.83 0.47 599 1.76 0.083

Anomaly — Across ADJ -1.31 042 622 -3.12 0.003  **
Age (in years) -0.01 0.00 895 -224 0.027 *
Education (in years) 0.00 0.02 91.6 -0.01 0.996
Bilingual (Yes — No) 0.04 0.11 915 0.36 0.722

Nationality (UK — Canada)  0.25 0.19 914 130 0.197
Nationality (USA — Canada) 0.07 0.19 903 037 0.711

Baseline x Freq -0.12 0.30 399 -040 0.689
Long ARG x Freq 0.10 034 640 031 0.757
Long ADJ x Freq -0.92 0.38 583 -246 0.017 *
Across ARG x Freq -0.07 0.37 628 -0.20 0.843
Across ADJ x Freq 0.23 0.38 569 0.61 0.547
Anomaly x Freq -0.03 0.32 53.1 -0.08 0.933
Baseline x Trial 0.01 0.01 60.0 0.71 0.481
Long ARG x Trial 0.01 0.01 498 1.16 0.252
Long ADIJ x Trial -0.06 0.02 559 -2.74 0.008  **
Across ARG x Trial 0.01 0.01 575 0.70 0.488
Across ADJ x Trial -0.03 0.01 526 -2.09 0.042 *
Anomaly x Trial 0.02 0.01 545 1.49 0.143

Baseline x Linguist (Yes) 0.26 0.18 314.1 1.49 0.139
Long ARG x Linguist (Yes)  0.53 0.17 3129 3.06 0.002  **
Long ADJ x Linguist (Yes)  0.10 0.17 3163 0.56 0.576
Across ARG x Linguist (Yes) 0.23 0.17 314.1 1.30 0.194
Across ADJ x Linguist (Yes) -0.15 0.17 313.6 -0.88 0.381
Anomaly x Linguist (Yes) -0.31 0.17 302.8 -1.79  0.075

Table 2: Summary of fixed effects. ‘Estimate’ indicates the relationship between
acceptability rating (the output) and each of the contrasts (between the sentence
types) and interactions (between type and trial). SE= standard error, df=degrees
of freedom, ***significant p<0.001, **significant p<0.01, *significant p<0.05,
(‘marginal p<0.1).
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3. Discussion
Based on the existing theoretical and experimental literature on islands, we
made four predictions:

Prediction 1: There are processing effects: Movement per se
increases processing load which decreases acceptability (which is not an
effect attributable to the specifics of the grammar of English). This was
confirmed. There was a marginally significant drop in acceptability for
long movement compared to the baseline condition. Unlike our previous
studies on Danish (Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad 2013a; Christensen,
Kizach & Nyvad 2013b), the difference between long argument and
long adjunct movement was not statistically significant, though the
trend is in the same direction. This is most probably because there was
more variation in the adjunct condition than in the argument condition.
Controlling for MVC, Nyvad, Kizach & Christensen (2014) also found
that adjunct extraction was less acceptable than argument extraction (both
[-MVC]) from an embedded declarative clause. The data could be taken
to suggest that it is more difficult to integrate an incompatible [-MVC]
adjunct, cf. also that agrammatic speakers seem to have an adjunction
deficit: They prefer predicative adjectives over attributive ones, and they
are significantly slower at integrating adjuncts than arguments (Lee &
Thompson 2011; Meltzer-Asscher & Thompson 2014). (However, Nyvad,
Kizach & Christensen (2014) found no difference for non-aphasic speakers
in processing time for integrating arguments versus adjuncts.) In a similar
vein, Hofmeister (2007: 56) states that adjunct questions “typically demand
more effort for constructing the relevant existential presupposition and
imagining an appropriate discourse for the question”. The same intuition
underlies the argument/adjunct asymmetry proposed in the theoretical
syntax literature: In spite of the locality violation in (1)a, it is still possible
to reconstruct the base-position for the extracted wh-element because it is
selected by the embedded verb (the verb provides an identifiable empty
slot in its argument structure); in (1)b, on the other hand, the base-position
of how cannot as easily be reconstructed because, being an adjunct, it is
not selected by the embedded verb and consequently, the base position is
structurally indeterminate.
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Prediction 2: Complement wh-clauses are islands, and extraction leads
to consistent ungrammaticality or (at least) severely reduced acceptability.
Therefore, (non-local) movement across a wh-element in the embedded
spec-CP is significantly less acceptable than long (local, successive-cyclic)
wh-movement. In addition, we assume that wh-islands are immune to
lexical effects, and therefore, the level of acceptability of extraction from a
wh-island does not correlate with the frequency of occurrence of the matrix
verb. This prediction was confirmed. Our experiment showed that on
average, the participants found extractions from a wh-island unacceptable
(argument extraction was rated 2.54, adjunct extraction 2.32 on a scale
from 1 to 5) but significantly better than the ungrammatical controls (the
Anomaly condition, which was rated 1.84). Furthermore, frequency did
not have a positive effect on acceptability. The only significant effect
of frequency is negative. The more frequent the matrix verb, the more
degraded our participants judged long adjunct extraction.

Prediction 3: The acceptability pattern for extraction out of a wh-
island is asymmetric. Argument extraction is more acceptable as it ‘only’
violates locality (or rather, Subjacency), whereas adjunct extraction is also
more difficult to reconstruct (because it also violates the Empty Category
Principle). This was to some extent also confirmed: There is a marginally
significant trend (p=0.083), which is in line with the standard pattern in
theoretical syntax. The fact that is only marginally significant (the p-value
is above 0.05 but below 0.1) fits the intuition that the difference between
“??7” and “*’ is rather subtle. (As also pointed out by Hubert Haider, p.c.,
this acceptability asymmetry can also be reduced to a processing effect;
as argued above, all things being equal, the base-position of an extracted
argument is easier to reconstruct (there is an easily identifiable empty slot
in the embedded argument structure) than the base-position of an extracted
adjunct (which is not selected). This processing asymmetry is present in
both licit and illicit contexts of extraction.)

Prediction 4: The pattern is not due to participant bias, neither
expert bias (effect of being a linguist), nor repetition (effect of trial).
This prediction was confirmed. The acceptability judgments for island
extractions were not affected by being a linguist (expert bias). The linguists
in our study rated long argument movement as more acceptable than the
non-linguists did, as the linguists found the anomalies marginally worse
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than the non-linguists did. This is in line with Culbertson & Gross (2009),
who present data showing that linguists and students who have taken one
or more classes in theoretical syntax show more consistent judgements as
a group than naive participants; see also Sprouse & Almeida (2013;2017).
Similarly, Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad (2013a: 58) found that students
who had taken a course in generative syntax responded much faster (a
full 1.1 second) and found long extractions (from islands and non-islands)
slightly more acceptable (0.1 point on a 5-point scale) than students with
no background in generative syntax did (there was no difference in the
acceptability ratings for ungrammatical sentences). In short, linguists
(and students with syntax training) are faster and more consistent in their
judgments because they have better understanding of the nature of the task.
This is also supported by the lack of significant effect of level of education,
as well as age, which had a small but significantly negative effect; post
hoc analysis revealed that this was driven by a decrease in acceptability
of adjunct extraction from islands). There was also no ameliorating effect
of trial. On the contrary. The two types of adjunct wi-movement were
actually perceived as less acceptable over time. (Cf. also that Snyder (2000)
found a ameliorating ‘training’ effect for whether-islands, but NOT for wh-
islands.) Finally, the results also showed that the acceptability pattern is
stable across different varieties of English (no effect of nationality). The
effect of bilingualism was also not significant.

Taken together, the results from our studies on Danish and English
strongly suggest that there is parametric variation between the two
languages regarding the structure of the CP-domain. In non-V2 contexts,
Danish allows a more elaborate structure in the CP domain by means of a
recursive functional cP-layer which provides an escape hatch for extraction
from wh-islands. English, on the other hand, only allows a single CP layer
and since there is only one specifier position, which is filled by a wh-
element, extraction out of the clause is effectively blocked. This contrast is
illustrated in (4a) and (4b) below:
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(4) a. English: *Ungrammatical*

Ignoring differences due to verb movement, the key difference is the
availability of an intermediate landing site for wh-movement in the
Danish structure, which is not available in English. This is in line with
the assumption that successive-cyclic movement is a universal principle.
Without an intermediate landing site, movement from the embedded wh-
clause is blocked. This analysis is fully compatible with the standard
assumptions about clause structure in English as well as recent proposals
about Mainland Scandinavian languages (Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad
2013a; Christensen, Kizach & Nyvad 2013b; Christensen & Nyvad 2014;
Heinat & Wiklund 2015; Nyvad, Christensen & Vikner 2017; Vikner,
Christensen & Nyvad 2017; Lindahl 2017).
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(4) b. Danish: Difficult to process

CP
DP, C'
Hvilket Cce 1P

problem gad, /\

The option of cP-recursion may not be available in relation to all types
of island constructions (adjunct islands, relative clauses, complex NPs,
subject islands, whether-islands, etc.), as there appears to be some variation
in the acceptability of extractions from these domains within and across the
Mainland Scandinavian languages (Kush, Lohndal & Sprouse 2018; Kush,
Lohndal & Sprouse 2019; Tutunjian et al. 2017).? Interestingly, however,

2 As explained in the introduction, the option in Danish of a recursive functional cP-layer
(‘little’ ¢P) that provides an extra specifier position as an escape hatch is available only
in subordinate clause types. V2 clauses (embedded as well as main clauses), on the other
hand, are ‘big’ CPs. The head of CP ‘becomes’ lexical when the finite verb moves into it.
V2 is never selected (it is never required by a matrix verb), and it follows that there must
be a projection above an embedded CP, namely a ¢P headed by a declarative comple-
mentizer which does not provide an extra specifier. For details, see Nyvad, Christensen
& Vikner (2017) and Vikner, Christensen & Nyvad (2017).
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the present results from English native speakers corroborate (replicate) the
intuitions from the ‘armchair’.

4. Conclusions

Our results support the standard assumption in theoretical syntax that
complement wh-clauses are weak islands in English. The argument/adjunct
asymmetry, however, is only marginally significant, which could be taken
as support for the assumption that the contrast is a subtle one between
highly degraded (??) and ungrammatical (*). In conclusion, our results
from the present experiment are compatible with the standard assumption
in the generative syntax literature, namely that there is a universal island
constraint that impedes extraction from finite complement wh-clauses in
English. This confirmation, however, makes our results regarding wh-
island structures in Danish all the more pertinent, and suggests that there
may be parametric variation between English and Danish when it comes
to the possibility of CP-recursion. The island is still there, and it is slightly
better to extract an argument than an adjunct from it.
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Abstract

This article demonstrates how speech act theory and specifically the notion
of felicity conditions can help eclucidate the threatening aspects of other-
wise vague and unspecific messages. Based on a discussion of language
crimes, illegal speech acts and the question of intent, I propose a list of
felicity conditions for threats that account for their primary purpose as at-
tempts to intimidate a victim. Examples for discussion are taken from a
data set of indirect, written threats extracted from verdicts by Danish higher
courts. Contrary to previous claims, it is shown that it is not only possible
but linguistically quite straightforward to analyze even indirectly phrased
messages as instances of threats.

1. Threatening messages as a crime of language

The topic for this article is born out of a study of verdicts from the Danish
High and Supreme Courts trying threatening messages under section 266
of the Danish Penal Code.! This study revealed that the majority of the
written threats had been posed indirectly, a fact that raises questions both
about the intent and purpose of the defendants in these cases and about the
nature of the cases brought to the highest courts. I will return to the latter
point in my conclusion (Section 5).

First, the current section introduces the notion of language crimes as
discussed within the expanding field of forensic linguistics (cf. Shuy 1993,
Fraser 1998, Solan & Tiersma 2005) and shows how threats can be phrased
both directly and indirectly. Section 2 lays out the defining characteristics

1 This article is based upon perspectives and results presented in an article in Danish co-
authored with Marie Bojsen-Moller (Christensen & Bojsen-Mgller 2019). Here, I place
a larger focus on speech act theory.
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Dept. of English, School of Communication & Culture, Aarhus University,

pp- 113-130, doi:10.7146/aul.348.92. © The author(s).



114 Tanya Karoli Christensen

of threatening messages both in terms of Searlean speech act theory (e.g.
Searle 1965, 1979) and in terms of the law. Based on the felicity conditions
for promises, a list of felicity conditions for threats is developed in section
3, and in section 4 a variety of indirect threatening messages are analyzed
with a focus on the felicity conditions they appeal to. Contextual factors
are considered where available and relevant. Finally, in section 5, I discuss
the findings and their possible implications for the judicial system.

1.1 Forensic linguistics and language crimes

Forensic linguistics deals with all aspects of language and the law, rang-
ing from the interpretation of contractual terms to analyses of courtroom
interaction and to extracting intelligence from ransom notes or threatening
messages (for a broad introduction to the field, see Coulthard, Johnson
& Wright 2017). A sub-field examines so-called language crimes (Shuy
1993). Solan and Tiersma explain that these are crimes that can be “com-
mitted partially or entirely by means of language” and list such crimes as
conspiracy, solicitation, perjury, extortion and threats (2005: 179). Sev-
eral of these crimes can be committed using speech acts that are otherwise
completely legal, such as informing about the layout of a building, or in-
structing someone in the proper use of a tool. It is when the information or
instruction is used as a basis for a criminal act that a language crime has
occurred; as when the building in question is a bank and the tool is an ex-
plosive device. In other words, it is not the utterances that are criminal but
the way they are used to attain illegal goals.

In distinction, there are some speech acts that are criminalized in them-
selves. We can roughly divide them into transgressions against the norm
of speaking truthfully and transgressions against the norm of speaking
respectfully. In other words, they are extreme cases of violations of the
conversational maxim of quality (Grice 1975) and of general principles
of politeness (Brown & Levinson 1987). I go through a few examples of
each below.

1.2 Illegal speech acts

Perjury is a prime example of a speech act that is criminalized because
the speaker knowingly tells an untruth during testimony (Shuy 2011). It is
sometimes called ‘lying under oath’ but is equally punishable in jurisdic-
tions where witnesses are not sworn in before testimony (as is the case in
Denmark, for example). It is no wonder that perjury is sanctioned legally
since false information risks derailing criminal investigations, waste pre-
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cious time and resources, and ultimately prevent the capture and just sen-
tence of the guilty party. Outside of the justice system, false statements are
not necessarily illegal; it is considered immoral to lie to others but gener-
ally it is not a criminal offence. However, the spreading of false informa-
tion about others is criminalized when used to harm their reputation. This
is the illegal speech act of defamation (Shuy 2010).

In some jurisdictions, even the spreading of harmful information that
is true is considered legally defamatory. This is the case in Denmark where
section 267 in the Penal Code criminalizes utterances that offend some-
one’s honor, while section 268 defines it as an aggravating circumstance
if the utterance is untrue. In Denmark, therefore, defamation cases can be-
long to either or both of the above-mentioned categories of transgressions
(against speaking respectfully and against speaking truthfully).

The reason that some forms of disrespectful speech are penalized stems
from the notion of civil rights, which include the right to participate freely
in political and civil life (Catlin 1993). Such rights are effectively dimin-
ished when other members of society believe an individual to be unworthy
in some respect. Therefore, many countries have criminalized hate speech,
i.e., demeaning or derogatory utterances based on a person’s membership
of a targeted group, typically an ethnic, religious or sexual minority. In
other countries (notably, the US with its first amendment rights), freedom
of speech is generally prioritized over the freedom from such verbal target-
ing. In such cases hate speech will not count as an illegal speech act (the
proliferation of online abuse of minorities has made this a hotly debated
topic over the past couple of decades (Siegel 1998; Leets 2001; Daniels
2008; Henry 2009)).

In contrast, there appears to be universal agreement that threatening
someone with violence or other serious harm is a criminal act. Note that
it is the act of threatening that is itself criminalized — it is not necessary
for there to be an actual act of violence, too, and if there is, it will be pros-
ecuted as a separate count. While a threat can be performed non-verbally,
for instance by pointing a gun at a victim, I focus solely on the speech act
of threatening. Importantly, verbal threats can be conveyed both directly
and indirectly, as shown below.

1.3 Direct and indirect threats

Direct threats often mention both the victim, the type of harm intended to
befall the victim, and the threatener as the agent of the harmful act (see
examples 1-2).
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(1) We will kill all of you
(excerpt from written letter; Rugala & Fitzgerald 2003: 779)

2 M
GONNA
BOMB
this School @ 2/23/07
(handwritten on wall of public school; Gales 2010: 1)

Disregarding their level of credibility, we see mention of the type of harm
as the fairly unspecific act of killing in (1) and the more precisely defined
act of bombing in (2). The intended victims are designated as, again the
rather fuzzy group of all of you in (1), and the institutional rather than per-
sonal this School in (2). Finally, the threateners as agents are in both cases
referred to by first person pronouns, plural we in (1) and singular / in (2).
It is not unusual for threateners to use 1pl we to refer to themselves, even
when there is in fact only one person behind the threat, “as if to instill cred-
ibility and fear through the invocation of a large and mysterious group”
(Simons & Tunkel 2013: 203).2

Indirect threats may leave any of these factors unmentioned or unspec-
ified, as seen in (3-4), and their status as threats can therefore more easily
be challenged in a court of law.

(3) If this is how you treat honest dissent then WATCH OUT all of you
will reap what you sow (excerpt from email; Gales 2010: 41)

(4) North Korean Leader Kim Jong Un just stated that the “Nuclear But-
ton is on his desk at all times.” Will someone from his depleted and
food starved regime please inform him that I too have a Nuclear But-
ton, but it is a much bigger & more powerful one than his, and my
Button works! (tweet by US President Donald J. Trump, 2 Jan 2018%)

Note that to my knowledge no systematic quantitative measures of the distribution be-
tween singular and plural references to threateners have been reported to date. The few
corpus linguistic studies of threatening messages all conflate singular and plural pro-
nouns and only distinguish between 1st, 2nd and 3rd person (Gales 2010, 2015a, 2015b;
Nini 2017; Muschalik 2018).

8 https://twitter.com/realDonald Trump/status/948355557022420992
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Note how (3) makes use of two different types of tropes that are almost
generic to threats: First the imperative WATCH OUT. On the face of it, this
may look like a warning and a defendant will likely claim that it was meant
as such. However, warnings differ from threats in at least two respects:
the speaker has no impact on the outcome of the situation referred to, and,
further, the speaker does not wish for it to happen. The initial conditional
clause (If this is how you treat honest dissent) makes it unlikely that this
is a benign warning since it serves as a justification for whatever it is the
addressee is supposed to watch out for. Second, the biblical proverb you
[will] reap what you sow also predicts a just return for some action per-
formed by the addressee. Together, the two tropes do more than simply
warn of impeding danger, they threaten the victim with unwanted conse-
quences (because there is no reason to watch out for things you wish for).

In (4), Trump attempts to achieve dominance over Kim Jong Un by
implying both that his nuclear arsenal is more powerful than the North
Korean regime’s and that the North Koreans have not fully developed their
nuclear technology yet. First, the size of the Butfon stands metonymically
for the power of the weapons it can deploy, and second, stating that the
American button works, invites the inference that the North Korean one
does not. So, while none of the threats in (3—4) are direct, semantic and
pragmatic analysis lays bare that they are indeed threatening.

2. Defining threats in speech act theory and in legislation

In order to give an account of the threat as a speech act, it is necessary
to first place it under one of the superordinate categories of speech acts
defined in speech act theory and then specify how it differs from similar
members of the same category.

2.1 Speech act theory on threats

According to Searle’s taxonomy of speech acts (Searle 1979), there are five
major categories of speech acts under which several more specific types
are subsumed, as exemplified in table 1.
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Category

Examples

Assertives — commit the speaker
in varying degrees to the truth of a
proposition

to inform, to insist, to suggest, to boast,
to complain, etc.

Directives — attempt to get the
hearer to perform some action

to ask, to order, to request, to beg, to
invite, to permit, to advise, etc.

Commissives — commit the speaker
to a future course of action

to promise, to vow, to swear, to embrace,
to pledge, etc.

Expressives — express the psycho-
logical state of the speaker regard-
ing a state of affairs

to congratulate, to apologize, to condole,
to deplore, to welcome, etc.

Declarations — brings a state of af-
fairs into existence

“I resign”, “I pronounce you husband
and wife”, “You’re fired”, “War is here-

by declared”, etc.

Table 1. Searle’s classification of speech acts

In his 1965 article “What is a speech act”, Searle — almost as an aside —
classifies threats as commissives but distinguishes them from a prominent
member of that category, namely promises:

One crucial distinction between promises on one hand and threats on
the other is that a promise is to do something for you, not to you, but
a threat is to do something to you, not for you.

(Searle 2008 [1965]: 11; my italics)

Other scholars have argued that threats belong in the category of direc-
tive speech acts (Harris 1984; Gingiss 1986), but this view rests upon the
prevalent misconception that threats contain a condition that the addressee
is pressed to fulfill (see also Fraser 1998: 167; Limberg 2009: 1376). How-
ever, the few detailed corpus linguistic studies performed on threatening
messages demonstrate that conditional threats are far from the most com-
mon type. Gales (2010: 98) finds that approximately a fourth of the threats
in her data set of 470 hand- and typewritten threats from US cases are
conditional, a result corroborated by Muschalik’s (2018: 63) study of 301
threats reproduced in US verdicts. Nini (2017: 106), reports a result of
37% conditional threats in a study based on a significantly smaller set of 51
threatening messages. Harris (1984: 249) alleges that “what appears to be
an unconditional threat may often mean that the condition is implicit,” but
as can be seen from examples (1-2) above this is false. There is no implied
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condition in these threats. In other words, there is apparently nothing the
victims can do to prevent the threatened action from happening, and, im-
portantly, nothing the threatener wants them to do or deliver (as is the case
in stalking cases, ransom cases or robberies where some sort of transaction
is the primary purpose of the threat in the first place).

Both conditional and unconditional threats, however, contain what I
shall call an ‘evil promise’, even when it is left vague what kind of harmful
act that promise entails, or whether the threatener him/herself will perform
the act. Whereas normal, benign promises presuppose that the addressee
would want the promised act to be performed, a threat presupposes the
opposite. Here it is important to keep in mind that whether the threatened
act is realized or not is not central to the function of a threat: the purpose
of threatening is intimidation: “Inherent in every threat is the intention to
send fear into the addressee” (Fraser 1998: 161).

Indeed, intimidation forms the crux of Fraser’s definition of threats as
a speech act:

... the speaker must intend to express by way of what is said

1. the intention to personally commit an act (or to see that someone
else commits the act);

2. the belief that the results of that act will affect the addressee in an
unfavorable way;

3. the intention to intimidate the addressee through the awareness of
the intention in 1.

(Fraser 1998: 171)

The illocutionary force of a threat can thus be summed up as an attempt
to intimidate an addressee by communicating that the threatener intends
some serious harm to befall them. Note that this definition does not require
a conditional element. As we shall see below, legislation across Danish,
British and American contexts differ in this respect.

2.2 Legislation on threats
The Danish Penal Code on threats clearly points to intimidation as a defin-
ing criterion:

(5) Whosoever threatens to carry out an illegal speech act in a way that is
fit to provoke serious fear in someone for their own or other people’s
lives, health or wellbeing, shall be penalized by fine or imprisonment
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of up to 2 years. (Danish Penal Code, Chapter 27, § 266; my transla-
tion and underlining)

A similar provision is given in the British Offences Against the Person Act
1861 on threats to kill:*

(6) A person who without lawful excuse makes to another a threat, intend-
ing that that other would fear that it would be carried out, to kill that
other or a third person shall be guilty of an offence and liable on convic-
tion on indictment to imprisonment for a term not exceeding ten years.
(British Offences Against the Person Act 1861; my underlining).

The American legislation most relevant to the prosecution of threats
is Chapter 41 of the United States Code of Law, termed ‘Extortion and
Threats’ (18 USC Ch. 41). No section under Chapter 41 refers to an ability
or intention to instill fear in the recipient but such a criterion has nonethe-
less been discussed several times in American case law (Fuller 2015). In
Watts v. United States, the Supreme Court refers to but does not define a
‘true threat’ (by which is apparently meant one that is uttered seriously and
not as hyperbole, fiction, jest or the like). It would take us too far to trace
the complicated legal arguments in this and later Supreme Court verdicts,
but suffice to say that the American judicial system is concerned more
with a defendant’s intent in uttering a threat than with the perlocutionary
effects it may have. Such a focus on intent may be philosophically sound
but leaves courts in the difficult position of having to determine what a
defendant’s mental state was at the time of communicating a threat. While
people’s mental state can only be directly experienced and assessed by
themselves, defendants cannot be assumed to speak truthfully when facing
serious legal consequences of their actions.’

Notice that British law also refers explicitly to intention (“intending
that that other would fear ...”), while Danish legislation invokes the some-
what more objective notion of a threat’s ‘fitness’ to provoke fear, or what
we in speech act terms may call its assumed perlocutionary effect. How-
ever, with the exception of involuntary manslaughter, Danish criminal law
always requires the prosecution to show that a defendant had the intention
(Danish: forscet) to commit a crime. But here again, the specific wording of

4 A section of the Criminal Damage Act of 1971 deals with ’threats to damage or destroy
property’ and contains the same reference to an intention to frighten someone.
My point is not to argue that legislation or the courts should dispense with the notion of
intent or mens rea, ‘the guilty mind’, but simply to point out that the question of intent
can be weighed against potential to intimidate.
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the law is important: Danish law specifically criminalizes a threat’s poten-
tial to intimidate, and not whether a victim actually felt intimidated (Greve
etal. 2017: 530-532).

In sum, legal codes criminalizing threats refer to a greater or lesser ex-
tent to the intentions of the speaker/writer who on the other hand has very
little incentive to admit to an intent to threaten. This makes indirect threats
particularly problematic since their vagueness and ambiguity affords the
threatener an easy recourse to ‘plausible deniability’ (Pinker, Nowak &
Lee 2008): defendants can simply claim that they never intended to threat-
en someone, that they merely warned them of impending danger. Contrary
to Fraser’s contention that it is “virtually impossible ... to determine with
certainty when a threat has been made” (1998: 162), I will demonstrate
below that it is often both possible and linguistically straightforward to
identify even indirectly phrased threats. To this end, I revisit and revise the
set of felicity conditions underlying threats since they are instrumental for
a linguistically sound argument that a message is threatening, even when
indirectly phrased.

3. The felicity conditions of threats
The literature on threatening speech acts contains only few treatments
focusing on indirect threats (Gingiss 1986; Al-Shorafat 1988; Yamanaka
1995). They are all based on the Searlean notion of felicity conditions as a
diagnostic of which primary illocutionary force an indirect speech act has
(Searle 2008 [1965]). The oft-repeated example “Can you reach the salt?”
counts as a request, not because it directly formulates a request but because
it appeals to one of the preparatory conditions for a request. This condition
states that the addressee must be able to perform the requested action — oth-
erwise, it makes no sense to request it. By asking if an addressee can reach
the salt, the speaker invokes the preparatory condition and thereby invites
the addressee to not only consider whether s/he in fact can perform that
act, but rather to actually perform it. The circumspect manner of request-
ing by asking is of course considered politer than requesting by ordering,
as in “Hand me the salt!” (Brown & Levinson 1987), and the question is
typically not even computed as such because it would be irrelevant in the
context and likely be considered rude (Grice 1975).

As mentioned above, threats do not belong in the same category as
requests (i.e., directives) but in the category of commissive speech acts,
being a type of evil promise. Briefly put, for a promise to function suc-
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cessfully as a promise (for it to be ‘felicitous’) it must commit the speaker
sincerely to a future act that the hearer wants to happen and that the speaker
can actually carry out (Searle 2008 [1965]: 10-11).

The felicity conditions for a threat overlap with those of a promise in
some respects but there are two critical differences: Firstly, the hearer (or
reader) does not wish for the act to happen, and secondly, the speaker (or
writer) does not need to intend to perform the action but only to make the
hearer fear that s/he might. Further, I propose that the essential condition of
a threat consists in an attempt to intimidate the hearer, rather than in com-
mitting the hearer to a course of action.

Propositional con- | Speaker predicates a future act A
dition

Preparatory condi- | (Hearer believes that) speaker is able to cause A to happen;

tions
(Speaker believes that) Hearer does not wish A to happen

Sincerity condition | Speaker intends to (make Hearer believe he will) cause A
to happen

Essential condition | Speaker’s utterance counts as an attempt to intimidate
Hearer

Table 2. The felicity conditions of a threat

Below, I present excerpts of threatening messages from Danish high and
supreme court cases to illustrate how each of these felicity conditions are
sufficient to evoke the illocutionary force of a threat — given the right cir-
cumstances, of course. There are definitely outlier cases in which it is dif-
ficult to determine that a threat has been made.

4. Data material

The data material for this study was collected through searches in a Dan-
ish database of judicial journals publishing important verdicts from the
higher courts, i.e., verdicts that may set a precedent or change a prior legal
position in Danish jurisprudence (Karnov Online).® Out of 196 cases con-
taining threatening speech acts, merely 22 concerned written messages.
Spoken messages are not analyzed here since there is too much uncertainty
concerning their exact wording: humans are surprisingly poor at remem-
bering speech verbatim (Sachs 1967). A total of 68 written messages in-

6 Examples from this data set are referenced using the abbreviation of the judicial journals
used in Karnov Online: TfK = Tidsskrifi for Kriminalret (’Journal of Criminal Justice’)
and U = Ugeskrift for Retsveesen ("Legal System Weekly”).
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dicted as threats under section 266 were extracted from these verdicts, and
75% of them were categorized as indirect threats.

4.1 Indirect threats based on the propositional condition

The propositional condition of a threat (see table 2) entails that a threat
must concern a future act; you cannot threaten someone with something
that has already happened (you can threaten to repeat it but then the repeti-
tion will take place in the future). And indeed, in some cases a reference to
a future point in time is sufficient to evoke a threat (7).

(7) 2 timer igen (text message. TfK2016.1312)
2 hours again
‘2 hours left’

The text message in (7) comes from a Danish stalking case where the
writer sent several texts to his victim every or every other day, frequently
referring to ‘waiting for’ her, ‘getting’ her or ‘taking” her. In this context,
declaring that there are ‘2 hours left’ serves as a countdown, for instance
to an unwanted meeting but possibly even to an attempted kidnapping. So,
simply referring to a point in time two hours ahead from the time of writ-
ing suggests that something will happen to the addressee that she is not in
control of and does not wish to happen.

Muschalik (2018: 77) cites a threat that refers to the future by hinting
at a consequence of the addressee’s possible actions:

(8) Yell at me again and see what happens

To see in this context means ‘discover’, which presupposes that the ad-
dressee does not already know what the consequence is. The relevant un-
derstanding of happens therefore must refer to a future event, something
that has not already taken place. Notice, also, how both (7) and (8) com-
pletely omit any reference to a harmful act. This omission can be analyzed
as a violation of the maxim of quantity (Grice 1975): the writer provides
too little information and is likely intentionally underinformative. This in-
vites inferences building on scripts about what might happen, and such
scripts can sometimes be even more frightening than an actual mention of
a harmful act.
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4.2 Indirect threats based on the first preparatory condition
As seen from table 2, there are two main preparatory conditions for suc-
cessfully uttering a threat. The first concerns the threatener’s ability to car-
ry out the harmful act. There are obviously many different aspects related
to this: being able to harm someone requires some sort of access to them
(or to their loved-ones or belongings), it requires sufficient competence to
perform the necessary steps needed to complete the act, and it may also
require some technical or mechanical means. I exemplify each of these
conditions below.

A recurring variant of having access to a victim depends on physical
proximity’, and I therefore call this the ‘proximity condition’. Phrases ap-
pealing to the proximity condition are underlined in (9-10).

(9) E.,.,...,, JEG FINDER DIG OG NAR JEG G@R SA ER DU SATME
FZARDIG MED AT GA RUNDT OG SPILLE LEKKER [...] (Face-
book. TfK2017.628]

E,....., 1 FIND YOU AND WHEN I DO THEN ARE YOU BLOODY
DONE WITH TO GO AROUND AND PLAY HOT [...]

‘E [court’s abbreviation of victim],,,,,,,, I WILL FIND YOU AND
WHEN I DO YOU ARE BLOODY DONE PRANCING ABOUT
PLAYING HOT[...] ¢

(10) Vent bare. Nar du mindst venter det, sa henter vi dig!! Om du er i lej-

ligheden eller i bilen!! Enten det eller ogsa far du snakket!!! (email.
TfK2016.1312)
Wait just. When you least expect it, then get we you!! Whether you are
in apartment-the or in car-the!! Either that or else get you talked !!!
‘Just wait. When you least expect it, we’ll get you!! Whether you are
in your apartment or in your car!! Either that or you talk!!!’

In (9), the threatener presents a targeted effort to locate (*find’) his victim
and projects that her life circumstances will change dramatically as a
consequence (she will no longer be able to ‘play hot” when he has ‘found’

" Note that it is possib