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mukaan naiset puhuvat huolitellumpaa kieltä kuin miehet. 

 

Naisten osoitettiin käyttävän kaksoisnegaatiota enemmän korpuksessa. Kaksoisnegaation 

kokonaiskäyttöaste oli miehille yhdeksän prosenttia, naisille 12 prosenttia. Kaksoisnegaation 
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kokonaisuudessaan. Perehtyneempi jatkotutkimus, joka huomioisi sukupuolen lisäksi puhujan 
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1 Introduction 

This paper examines the gender-based use of negative concord in non-standard 

American English. Negative concord is a phenomenon shared by virtually all vernacular 

dialects of the world (Nevalainen 2006: 257; Chambers 1995: 242-243). It entails the 

use of two or more negative elements to convey a single negation, e.g. there ain’t 

nobody there, meaning there isn’t anybody there. The presence of negative concord in 

non-standard English has received a lot of attention in the research field of 

sociolinguistics, especially with regard to regional and dialectal use, making it one of 

the best-known and most common features of non-standard English (Labov 1972; 

Anderwald 2002; Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006).  

Negative concord is often used as an intensifier to ensure that listeners pick up what the 

speaker wishes, making the negation this way more transparent (Wolfram & Schilling-

Estes 2006: 52). Additionally, it is common for people whose first language is not 

English to use the English negation system ‘incorrectly’ and add ‘double negatives’ 

(Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 379). However, Wolfram & Schilling-Estes (2006: 

35) stress that the use of negative concord is best explained by social status differences 

and that the use of double negation is a salient feature “among lower-status speakers in 

all dialect regions rather than being confined to speakers in particular areas”. This 

attaches a social stigma to the use of negative concord. 

Standard English is the variety of language which is considered ‘correct’ according to 

prescriptive grammar, a set of rules for how language should or should not be used 

(Biber, Conrad & Leech 2007: 7). The principal interest of sociolinguists is in the 

vernacular, or non-standard, i.e. how we speak spontaneously among people whom we 

know well (Coates 1993: 5). The true nature of people’s linguistic behaviour can be 

induced by their everyday language use, and non-standard varieties are seen as having 

their own sets of rules for systematic construction of language (Coates 1993: 6). Most 

early sociolinguistic research was primarily concerned with social class differences and 

how they manifest themselves in language (Labov 1978; Trudgill 1972). It became soon 

apparent that other non-linguistic variables alongside social class, such as region, 

gender, age and social networks, were also involved in structured linguistic variation 

(Lakoff 1975; Milroy 1980; Eisikovits 1987; Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006). 



9 

 

Negative concord is a salient feature throughout vernacular American English (Wolfram 

& Schilling-Estes 2006: 379), which is why I have chosen to look at negative concord 

specifically in American English. Previous sociolinguistic research on language and 

gender has shown that men use more non-standard features of language in their speech 

than women and that women speak ‘more correctly’ than men (Labov 1978; Trudgill 

1972; Lakoff 1975). This has been shown to hold true for the use of negative concord, 

as well, by fieldworkers, such as Shuy, Wolfram and Riley (1968). With this study I aim 

to find out if this claim holds true for a different set of data. The data for this study was 

gathered from the spoken subcorpus of the Corpus of Contemporary English (COCA) 

which is freely available on the internet. The spoken section of COCA consists of 

transcribed speech, including transcripts from various American TV and radio 

programs. As such the spoken subcorpus does not represent spontaneous and casual 

speech between people, because it is pre-planned and the participants are aware of their 

presence in public media. Nevertheless, it can be considered a representation of 

naturally occurring spoken language in the media, therefore seen suitable for this study.  

Seeing how negative concord is used in spoken media language further motivates my 

choice of data for this study. To my knowledge, a similar study on the gender-based use 

of negative concord in non-standard American English, with the help of the corpus in 

question, has not been carried out before. As a whole, corpus-based research on 

negative concord is scarce. Also, earlier research on negative concord in American 

English dates as far back as 1960s and 1970s, wherefore this study can be considered 

significant in producing new and up-to-date information on the use of negative concord.  

It is important to bear in mind that basing all conclusions solely on the variable of 

gender is misleading. The use of vernacular language should be considered more a joint 

effect of several non-linguistic variables, such as gender, age, social class and ethnicity, 

all having their share in shaping the way we speak. 

The study was conducted by comparing the gender-specific use of negative concord 

structures n’t nothing, not nothing and never nothing to the gender-specific use of their 

equivalent standard negation structures n’t anything, not anything and never anything. A 

series of searches with altogether 12 search strings containing these structures were run 

in the corpus. The data was composed of transcribed speech exemplars containing these 

negation structures, gathered from the spoken section of the Corpus of Contemporary 
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American English. The hits for each search string, for both genders individually, were 

counted. The analysis itself included the comparison of the usage percentages of non-

standard structures by one gender to the usage percentages of non-standard structures by 

the other gender. Additionally, possible explanations for the findings were contemplated 

and the findings were compared with earlier studies. In this way, the study combines 

both quantitative and qualitative methods of analysis. 

The paper consists of the following themes. I will begin by presenting my research 

questions and setting the study hypothesis. The next three chapters will outline the 

theoretical framework of my study. In chapter 2 I will look at earlier research related to 

language and gender, with emphasis on studies which reveal and explain differences 

between male and female language. Chapter 3 deals with earlier research on negative 

concord in British and American English, with focus on typology and gender-based use. 

In chapter 4 I will introduce the data and methods of my study. Chapter 5 is dedicated 

to the analysis of my results and chapter 6 to the discussion about my findings and the 

issues which turned up in the process of doing this research. Finally, I will summarize 

my research in chapter 7. 

1.1 Research Questions and Hypothesis 

This study attempts to cover the following research questions: 

1. Do men use negative concord more than women in the spoken section of the Corpus 

of Contemporary American English?  

2. Are there any patterns of similarity and/or difference in its use and what could 

account for them? 

3. How do my results differ from previous research on gender-based use of negative 

concord?  

4. How do my results support the view of women speaking ‘more correctly’ than men? 

As a possible hypothesis for this study, I expect to receive similar results as earlier 

researchers and show that men use negative concord more than women. However, I 

expect my results to come out subtly, because the use of negative concord varies 

significantly depending on numerous speaker attributes, the most important being social 

class, and because gender alone does not determine people’s language use. I will now 

move on to looking at relevant theoretical background. 
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2 Language and Gender 

Since the 1960s, there has been great interest towards the interaction between one’s 

language and gender. Do women and men speak differently? How do they speak 

differently? Above all, why do they speak differently?  Differences between the 

language practices of men and women are considered so remarkable that scholars have 

begun to talk about separate languages for both genders, genderlects (Lakoff 1975; 

Tannen 1990; Coates 1993). 

In this section, I will deal with differences between male and female language and 

provide explanations for these differences. With this I aim to find out why women’s 

language is considered more ‘correct’ than men’s. I will begin by discussing the social 

stratification of language. 

2.1 Social Stratification  

Labov’s study on the social stratification of English in New York city (1978: 1-50) can 

be considered the cornerstone of sociolinguistics and social variation in language. The 

study was conducted in three New York department stores, Saks, Macy’s and S. Klein, 

which cater for specific socioeconomic groups. Labov asked the employees to 

pronounce /r/ in fourth floor, which he drew out by asking questions like “What floor 

are we on?”. Labov (1978: 51-65) discovered that /r/ was used more often with higher 

style and increasing social status. There was, nonetheless, an apparent anomaly: In the 

more formal tasks, lower middle class produced more /r/ than all other classes. They 

also included hypercorrection, i.e. application of grammar rules with incorrect results, 

which was particularly marked in lower middle class women. Labov suggested that 

lower middle class people include hypercorrection in their speech because they wish to 

distance themselves from lower social classes, in order to seem more formal and 

educated. Labov associated lower middle class with linguistic insecurity. 

Another important sociolinguistic study into language and social class was conducted 

by Trudgill in Norwich (1972, as quoted in Coates 1993: 68-70). Trudgill grouped his 

subjects by social class and sex and asked them to speak in a variety of situations, 

including a passage with verbs ending in –ing, i.e. whether it was pronounced using the 

non-standard alveolar sound [n] or the standard velar sound [ŋ]. Trudgill found out that 

in all styles, women, belonging to all social classes, tended to use fewer stigmatized 
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forms than men. Men, on the other hand, would often use a low prestige pronunciation. 

In formal contexts (word lists read aloud), women seemed more sensitive to prestige 

patterns than men. Trudgill concluded that lower middle class women style-shift 

sharply: As they aim for higher prestige, they tend to correct their speech to correspond 

that of the class above them. 

As the studies by Labov and Trudgill show, the use of vernacular features in speech is 

generally associated with men, while the use of standard language is traditionally 

associated with women. Since negative concord is a feature of spoken language, it 

would be plausible to associate also the use of negative concord with men. 

Trudgill also asked his subjects to produce a self-evaluation of their speech. In self-

evaluation tests 68 percent of women claimed to use prestige forms when they actually 

were not. Also, half of the men and 14 percent of women claimed to use non-standard 

forms when they actually used forms closer to the standard. These findings support the 

view of women using forms which closely resemble those of a standard or prestigious 

speech variety more frequently than men (Coates 1993: 79). The over-reporting by 

women also implies that women are more sensitive to prestigious forms, because they 

believed to be producing standard forms even though they were not (Coates 1993: 80). 

Coates maintains that men claiming to use non-standard forms can be explained by 

assuming that non-standard speech must have covert prestige. Since it appears that 

working-class speakers and especially men intentionally resist the overt prestige of 

Standard English, Trudgill proposed that there is a set of vernacular norms which have a 

powerful influence on men’s linguistic practises. Coates claims that with these 

‘vernacular rules’ men seek covert prestige by appearing ‘tough’ or ‘down to earth’. 

Trudgill deduced that men seem to be linguistically more secure or socially less 

aspirational, whereas women are more likely to have social class aspirations. 

If these two sets of rules which govern our linguistic behaviour are to be accepted, it 

still needs to be explained why it is particularly women who are more likely to be 

impacted by standard forms and men by vernacular forms. Explanations can be sought 

in the way that society shapes our language, which will be discussed next. 
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2.2 Socialisation 

At a young age, children learn to identify themselves with either men or women and 

begin to acquire their gender identity (Coates 1993: 143). As children learn to speak, 

they learn the cultural role assigned to them on the basis of their sex, and by adopting 

the linguistic behaviour considered appropriate to their gender, they perpetuate the 

social order which creates gender differences (Coates 1993: 144). 

Coates (1993: 157) claims that socialisation is acquired first and foremost through 

adults, yet it is now widely accepted that peer groups play even a more vital role in 

child’s sociolinguistic development. Boys and girls grow up in essentially different 

cultures (Tannen 1990: 43). These cultures create and maintain distinct male and female 

interaction styles, and through participation in these gender-specific subcultures 

children develop different styles of interaction (Coates 1993: 157). While observing 

group play of boys and girls in Philadelphia, Goodwin (1980, as quoted in Coates 1993: 

124-126) found out that boys’ groups were hierarchically organized, with leaders using 

very strong directive forms to demonstrate control and to establish status differences 

between participants. Girls’ groups were non-hierarchical, with all girls participating in 

decision-making on an equal basis, using suggestions rather than commands. Therefore, 

Tannen (1990: 46) suggests that it is social norms that both pressurize and encourage 

boys to be competitive and girls cooperative. 

Eisikovits’ (1987, as quoted in Coates 1993: 151) study of adolescent speech in Sydney 

shows how children gradually adjust their language to match adult patterns. She 

investigated the speech of two groups of working-class adolescents, one group with an 

average age 16 and another with an average age of 13.  The results for the 16-year-old 

children were as expected: Boys used consistently more non-standard forms than girls. 

The younger children did not conform to this pattern: Younger girls used a higher 

proportion of non-standard past tense forms than any other group, and their use of 

multiple negation was very similar to that of boys of the same age. As children become 

older, girls modify their speech in the direction of the standard, while boys seem to 

consolidate their positive view of non-standard forms by increasing their use.  

Women and men are seen as representatives of their own gender, and everybody can, 

more or less, relate to one group or the other (Tannen 1990: 15). Coates (1993: 7) 
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claims that women form a minority group in our society and that this can be seen in the 

way that they speak. Lakoff (1975: 73) argues that since “language use changes 

depending on the position in society of the language user”, women’s poor status is 

reflected in their speech. Lakoff maintains (1975: 79) that women need to speak ‘more 

correctly’ because “they are socialised to believe that asserting themselves strongly isn’t 

nice or lady-like”. Deuchar (1989, as quoted in Coates 1993: 85) stresses that because 

power is unequally divided between men and women, it is essential to consider 

asymmetrical power relations when accounting for gender differences.  Deuchar sees 

women’s use of standard and prestigious speech as a strategy to protect their own face 

and avoid threatening other’s. The concept of conversational dominance is discussed by 

Leet-Pellegrini (1980, as quoted in Coates 1993: 113) who claims that the interaction 

style of men is based on power and dominance, while female speakers prefer a style 

based on solidarity and support. According to Lakoff (1975: 79), women behave 

linguistically this way “out of fear of seeming too masculine by being assertive and 

saying things directly”.  

Trudgill (1973: 88) points out that since men and women are socially different, society 

lays down different roles for both men and women. Trudgill further claims that 

women’s language is socially ‘more correct’, which is a reflection of the fact that more 

‘correct’ social behaviour is expected of them. Also, sociological studies have 

demonstrated that women in our society are more status-conscious than men (Trudgill 

1973: 87). For this reason, Trudgill argues that women are “more sensitive to the social 

significance of social-class-related linguistic variables, such as multiple negation”.  

Trudgill maintains that there is social pressure upon men, too. Social groups need to 

assert their distinctiveness to maintain their identity. A way to mark social distance 

from other groups is to differ from them linguistically. Working-class speech and 

culture can be associated with masculinity, which has lead men to be more inclined to 

use more non-standard forms than women. The pressure falling upon men compels men 

to continue using less prestigious variants in order to signal group solidarity and 

identity. (Trudgill 1973: 88.) The fact that non-standard forms can be considered to 

symbolize masculinity and standard forms femininity brings us to the conclusion that 

the use of non-standard language might be considered inappropriate for women because 

women are expected to project female identity.   
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It is clear that our language is shaped by the society. As the study by Eisikovits (1987) 

shows, girls gradually abandon the use of non-standard language, in order to seem more 

grown-up. Once they have grown up, they maintain the social roles assigned to them 

and may prefer to refrain from using non-standard speech. However, as the studies on 

the social stratification of language use have shown (Labov 1978; Trudgill 1972), the 

use of negative concord is rather a question of social class than gender alone. What also 

has a bearing on our linguistic behaviour is the quality of our social networks, which 

will be discussed next. 

2.3 Social Networks 

The earliest sociolinguistic research on social networks was conducted by Milroy (1980, 

as quoted in Coates 1993: 89-90) in the three working class communities of Belfast, 

Ballymacarett, the Hammer and the Clonard. All three were poor working-class districts 

with a high incidence of unemployment. Milroy made use of participant observation, 

observing both language and social networks of the informants. With her study, Milroy 

was able to demonstrate how the speaker’s level of integration in a speech community 

will be directly reflected in their speech. 

Milroy (1980, as quoted in Coates 1993: 90-93) focused on several phonological 

features, e.g. the use of the interdental voiced fricative (th) occurring intervocalically, in 

words such as mother and bother. Milroy found out that the vernacular pronounciation 

in Belfast, which deletes (th), as in [mɔ.ǝr], was used significantly more by men than 

women. She also found out in her observations that men’s networks are generally 

denser and more multiplex than women’s, i.e. an individual’s personal contacts all know 

each other and are linked in several ways. Milroy’s most significant finding was the fact 

that individuals who participate in close-knit networks use vernacular forms in speech 

most consistently. Milroy concluded that high density networks function as norm-

enforcement mechanisms: A close-knit group will have the capacity to enforce 

linguistic norms. Consequently, vernacular forms are less evident in women’s speech 

because women belong to less dense and less multiplex social networks and therefore 

have less power to enforce norms. 

However, this pattern did not appear with all variables. For variable (a), as in hat, man 

and back, Milroy (1980, as quoted in Coates 1993: 91-93) examined the degree of 
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retraction and back-raising. In the Hammer, the difference between men and women for 

the pronounciation of (a) was insignificant. In Ballymacarett, women and men differed 

in their use of (a) in an expected way, i.e. men made use of more backing of (a). 

Surprisingly, in the Clonard young women used more backed variants of (a) than the 

young men. The young Clonard women belonged to a dense and multiplex network, 

because they lived, worked and amused themselves together, while the high 

unemployment rate for men in the Clonard had pushed men to look for work outside the 

community. Young Clonard women behaved linguistically more like the young 

Ballymacarett men. 

As the results from Belfast show, tight-knit networks function as powerful norm-

enforcing mechanisms. Generally, men’s speech differs from women’s because tight-

knit networks exercise control over their members and maintain vernacular forms 

(Coates 1993: 93). As was concluded by Milroy (1980), working-class women do not 

intentionally aim at Standard English, but, because they belong to relatively loose-knit 

networks, they have less capacity to enforce linguistic norms and therefore use 

vernacular forms less consistently. Women are simply less exposed to vernacular 

speech. However, the Clonard women were a good example of how the roles can be 

turned upside down, depending on people’s social networking, which is yet another sign 

of the fact that gender alone does not dictate our language use. Also, Milroy’s study 

shows that theories created about language are not definite but can be proven otherwise. 

Hence, the use of non-standard language and negative concord cannot be exclusively 

considered to be a feature of male language. 

The analysis of social networks helps us to see why individuals use vernacular forms 

with or without consistency. It is clear that gender alone does not determine our 

linguistic behaviour, rather explanations should be sought in the sociocultural and 

sociopsychological underpinnings of gender and in the quality of social networks. 

Together these factors shape the use of male and female language. Now I will move on 

to discussing earlier research on negative concord in English.  
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3 Negative Concord in English 

Negative concord is one of the best-known and most common features of non-standard 

English (Labov 1972; Anderwald 2002; Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006). In English 

negative concord occurs when two negative morphemes are used in the same sentence 

to convey a single negation, typically realized by the sentential negator not or n’t, 

followed by an indefinite pronoun, e.g. we don’t need nothing (Nevalainen 2006: 257). 

This, according to prescriptive grammar, is incorrect language use, because there is no 

syntactic agreement between the clausal elements. Negative concord is, thus, regarded 

as a marked feature of language use. 

Anderwald (2002: 102) argues that negative concord was not only permitted but also 

obligatory during the era of Middle English. Recent research by Nevalainen (1998; 

2006) shows that the disappearance of negative concord began somewhere between the 

15th and 16th centuries, before the era of prescriptive grammar, and can be accounted 

for natural linguistic changes. Nevalainen (2006: 264) claims that in the course of the 

18th and 19th centuries multiple negation became a stigmatized feature of non-standard 

speech. Generally, it became then associated with speakers of lower social status 

(Anderwald 2002: 104). 

Since the shift of negative concord from standard usage to non-standard usage is a fairly 

recent event, it is not surprising that it is still alive and doing well in the non-standard 

varieties of English today. This section deals with previous research on negative 

concord, concentrating on both general and gender-based findings in different varieties 

of non-standard English. I will begin by examining recent research on British English. 

After this, I will pay specific attention to non-standard American English varieties, in 

which negative concord is a very common feature.  

3.1 Negative Concord in the British National Corpus 

Anderwald (2002: 103) investigated the presence and regional distribution of negative 

concord in British English. She collected her data from the British National Corpus 

spoken subsample (BNC Sps), consisting of the following negation elements and their 

combinations: -n’t, not, nobody, no one, nothing, nowt, none, never, nowhere, no and 

paratactic elements nor and neither (2002: 104). The negative elements above were 

searched for in their co-occurrence with generic elements, i.e. A-quantifiers (any-), that 
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would substitute the negative elements in Standard English in the same sample (2002: 

105). Of the possible 210 combinations investigated, only 51 appeared in Anderwald’s  

(2002: 106) sample, accounting for ca. 24 percent of logically possible combinations 

(see appendix 1 for co-occuring negation elements in the BNC-Sps). Anderwald’s study 

revealed that the average usage rate of negative concord, in comparison with the 

equivalent Standard English forms, across all dialects was just over 14 percent, which, 

according to Anderwald, is a relatively high figure. However, negative concord did not 

seem to be present in all dialect areas uniformly, for which Anderwald (2002: 105) 

suggests three possible explanations. Firstly, there was a lack of samples from the whole 

spectrum of social classes. Secondly, the uneven amount of spoken samples resulted in 

poor representativeness by a given dialect area, such as Humberside, and therefore 

could not be considered valid and reliable. A third factor negatively affecting the 

inconsistent results was the uneven length of individual speakers’ contributions. 

Anderwald (2002: 108) also studied the structure of monoclausal negative concord, i.e. 

variation between the first and second negative elements, as is shown in Table 1. The 

negative elements in the columns indicate the first elements of the negative concord 

structures, while the rows indicate the respective second elements. The figures in 

brackets indicate the number of different dialect areas where the combination is found. 

2
nd

/1
st
 element n’t/not never no nobody/no one nothing/nowt Total 

nothing/nowt  221 (18) 37 (8) 10 (5) 1 (1)  269 

no 253 (18) 8 (6) 1 (1)  1 (1) 264 

none 29 (10) 3 (3)    32 

no more 15 (5) 4 (3)    19 

never 16 (8)     16 

nobody/no one 12 (5)  3 (3)   15 

nowhere 12 (7) 2 (1)    14 

-n’t/not 3 (3)  1 (1) 4 (4)  8 

Total 561 55 15 5 1 637 

Table  1: Co-occurring monoclausal morphological negative concord elements in the BNC-Sps 

(Anderwald 2002: 108) 
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Only five negators act as the first element in a clause containing a negative concord 

structure. Interestingly enough, out of these n’t/not is used in over 88 percent of all 

cases as the first element, the second most common being never with nine percent. The 

rest play quite a minor role as first elements in negative concord structures. As we look 

at second elements, nothing and no are almost equally frequent, together forming 84 

percent of all realized second elements. Inspired by Anderwald, the forms under 

examination in the current study have been structured according to Anderwald’s 

findings: As the first elements I have chosen to consider the three most commonly 

occurring first elements, n’t, not and never, and as the second element the most common 

second negation element, nothing. The sentence negators n’t and not were differentiated 

in the current study, because the corpus which was used does not recognize them as 

denoting one and the same thing, therefore it was necessary to differentiate them in the 

search queries. 

Stone (2009) took Anderwald’s study further and looked into gender-based use of 

negative concord in the regional dialects of England in the BNC. Stone (2009: 8-9) 

searched for the following negation structures in the BNC spoken subsample: n’t 

nothing, n’t anything; not nothing and not anything. The current study has been 

conducted, following in Stone’s footsteps, by applying the same negation form pairs 

(and an extra one, never nothing and never anything) to the data in the spoken section of 

COCA. Taking account of Stone’s study has enabled me to compare my findings with a 

study which has also been carried out in a corpus. Also, the earlier studies on negative 

concord in American English, which I will look at in the next chapter, can be considered 

a little dated, while Stone’s study is very recent. This way Stone’s study provides me a 

possibility to compare my findings with a study carried out in a similar study 

environment and with similar study forms with a present-day perspective. 

In Stone’s data, women used standard negation 62.5 percent and men 37.5 percent of 

the time. There appeared to be a pattern of regional distribution in the use of negative 

concord in England in relation to north-south division. Women seemed to use the 

standard form in the north more than men, yet less than men in the south, while the mid 

regions appeared as a pivot point for the two genders (Stone 2009: 15). For Stone’s 

results, see Table 2 with exclusion of regions with a response less than 16.  



20 

 

Dialect/Gender Female 

n’t anything 

not anything 

Male 

n’t anything 

not anything 

Female 

n’t nothing 

not nothing 

Male 

n’t nothing 

not nothing 

central northern England 28 (90.3) 8 (100) 3 (9.7) 0 (0) 

north-east England 29 (69.1) 5 (62.5) 13 (31) 3 (37.5) 

Lancashire 28 (93.9) 

11 (84.6) 

9 (90.0) 

1 (33.3) 

2 (6.7) 

2 (15.4) 

1 (10) 

2 (66.7) 

north-west Midlands 63 (94.0) 

10 (90.9) 

28 (82.4) 

6 (66.7) 

4 (6.0) 

1 (9.1) 

6 (17.6) 

3 (33.3) 

central Midlands  52 (98.1) 12 (100) 1 (1.9) 0 (0) 

north-east Midlands 42 (93.3) 13 (81.3) 3 (6.7) 3 (18.7) 

lower south-west England 32 (88.9) 7 (70) 4 (11.1) 3 (30.0) 

central south-west England 55 (56.1) 

10 (76.9) 

16 (88.9) 

5 (62.5) 

43 (43.0) 

3 (23.1) 

2 (11.1) 

3 (37.5) 

East Anglia 30 (61.2) 30 (75) 19 (38.80) 10 (25.0) 

Home Counties 86 (86.9) 

16 (100) 

53 (79.1) 

8 (72.7) 

13 (13.1) 

3 (27.3) 

14 (20.9) 

0 (0) 

London 131 (80.9) 

33 (73.3) 

47 (88.7) 

9 (75.0) 

31 (19.1) 

12 (26.7) 

6 (11.3) 

3 (25.0) 

Table  2: The number of hits and percentages in brackets of non-standard forms in relation to standard 

forms for each gender within a given dialect where responses are sixteen or more (Stone 2009: 12) 

Stone (2009: 13-15) suggests the following explanations for the north-south division. 

Historical records have shown that the process of standardisation began in the southern 

part of England and gradually spread up north. Women show stronger signs of linguistic 

change than men (Nevalainen 2003: 165), so it can be suggested that men have not 

adapted to the standard in the north at the same rate as women have. Simultaneously, 

social pressure exerted upon women has influenced women’s quicker adoption of 

standard forms in order to avoid stigmatization. Stone argues that the notion of covert 

prestige may also force men to retain their use of non-standard forms.  

For the situation in the south the most significant explanation is found in the 

background information of individual male speakers. According to Stone (2009: 14), 

there is a high proportion of middle to upper class men in the BNC. Stone maintains that 

the region of Home Counties is known for its population of high social standing, due to 
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which it is not unexpected that there women use more standard forms than men. Stone 

also discusses a theory by Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg (2003): “women are 

setting a new trend by using negative concord as an overtly prescribed innovative 

form”. This claim would need further investigation to be confirmed. 

Resulting from the lack of representation of all social groups and the small number of 

informants in the BNC, an individual’s investment may have had a crucial impact on 

Stone’s results. Representative samples from all social classes for each regional dialect 

would be in place to deepen our understanding of the use of negative concord. Stone 

(2009: 15) states that his study would benefit from a comparative study conducted in a 

different corpus. Therefore, my study is to the purpose to cast light on corpus-based 

research on the use of negative concord and to offer a base for comparisons. Now I will 

move on to looking at negative concord in American English 

3.2 Negative Concord in American English 

This chapter is dedicated to examining negative concord specifically in non-standard 

American English. Language differences are unavoidable in a society such as the US, 

which is composed of a variety of social groups (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 1). 

For many historical and social reasons, different social meanings are attached to the 

vernacular varieties of America, and some dialects have become much more marked 

than others in the American society. It is important to bear in mind that this is more a 

matter of beliefs and attitudes about language differences than the nature of the 

differences themselves (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 3). 

Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2006: 35) consider negative concord one of the most 

salient social markers in American English. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes suggest that 

the use of negative concord is best explained by social status differences, as is shown by 

the results of the Detroit dialect survey (Shuy et al. 1968, as quoted in Wardhaugh 2010: 

147). Upper middle-class speakers used this phenomenon on two percent of possible 

occasions, while the percentages for the other three classes were as follows: Lower 

middle-class 11 percent, upper working-class 38 percent and lower working-class 70 

percent (Wardhaugh 2010: 176). By observing the figures in Table 3, we find that 

negative concord is used more frequently by men than women in all four social classes. 

Women show more awareness of prestige norms (Wolfram & Fasold 1974: 94), and 
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their sensitivity to speech seems to be marked especially in upper working-class and 

lower middle-class. Also, lower middle class shows signs of hypercorrection, as was put 

forth by Labov (1978: 141). 

Class / Gender Male Female 

UMC 10.4 6.0 

LMC 22.3 2.4 

UWC 68.2 41.2 

LWC 81.3 74.3 

Table  3: Percentages of realized multiple negation by social class and sex (Wolfram & Fasold 1974: 93) 

Another factor affecting linguistic distinctiveness in America is ethnicity. Ethnicity can 

be a tricky variable to define, because, as Wolfram & Schilling-Estes (2006: 190) argue, 

on the surface it might be easy to classify people into ethnic categories, but capturing 

the sociocultural factors that constitute an ethnicity is not as easy. Despite the 

complications that emerge, ethnicity is a key component in defining some English 

varieties, such as Chicano English and African American English (see map in appendix 

2 for location). Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2006: 190) claim that all ethnolects make 

use of negative concord. Even though this study does not take account of ethnicity in 

any greater detail, ethnicity is a variable which can also explain the use of negative 

concord and should be taken into consideration in a larger study. 

Wolfram and Fasold (1974: 163) argue that the grammar of multiple negation is regular, 

yet fairly complex. Four different patterns of multiple negative marking are said to be 

found in the vernacular varieties of American English, discovered by Wolfram and 

Schilling-Estes (2006: 379-380), Wolfram & Fasold (1974: 162-167) and Wolfram and 

Clarke (1971), by means of sociolinguistic interviews in selected social dialects of 

America. I will go through these markings one by one and provide examples from non-

standard American English varieties. Wherever possible, I will present research on 

gender-based use of negative concord in American English.  

3.2.1 Type 1 

The first type of negative concord entails marking of the negative on the auxiliary verb 

and the indefinite(s) which follow the verb (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 379). 

Type 1 is shared by virtually all varieties of American English and produces very 
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traditional cases of multiple negation. For illustration, see the following utterances by 

Appalachian English (see map in appendix 2 for location) speakers (Wolfram & 

Christian 1976: 109). 

(1)  a. They don’t have no work in the winter. 

b. They didn’t see no baby, you know, didn’t see none nowhere. 

For most varieties type 1 negative concord is a variable, i.e. speakers can choose 

whether or not to use it (Wolfram & Fasold 1974: 164). Wolfram and Christian (1976: 

115) have compared the use of this type of negative concord in American English 

dialects, as is shown by Table 4. It seems that multiple negation type 1 is fairly well 

distributed among these different dialects in America, yet it seems to be more preferred 

by the two ethnolects than by the ‘white’ varieties. The usage percentages are high, and 

receiving percentages this high was not hypothesized in the current study. 

Varieties of American English % Multiple Negation 

Puerto Rican English, East Harlem (NYC) 87,4 

Vernacular Black English 

Jets (NYC) 

Detroit 

East Harlem (NYC) 

 

97,9 

77,8 

97,8 

White Northern Non-Standard English 

Inwood (NYC) 

Detroit 

 

81,0 

56,3 

Appalachian English 

Age 7-11 

Age 12-14 

Age 15-18 

Age 20-40 

40+ 

 

72,8 

62,5 

61,8 

68,2 

53,1 

Table  4: Comparison of multiple negation as indicated in various social dialects of American English 

(Wolfram & Christian 1976: 115) 

The optional use of type 1 negative concord in some non-standard American dialects 

described above is not to be confused with its use in African American Vernacular 

English. Studies on this variety in New York City (Labov, Cohen, Robins & Lewis 
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1968; Labov 1972: 810) have shown that type 1 negative concord is obligatory for 

African American English speakers, while the standard form is a violation of the 

grammar rules of the dialect (Wolfram & Fasold 1974: 165). The high percentages for 

African American Vernacular English speakers, then, are not surprising. 

3.2.2 Type 2 

Type 2 negative concord is characterized by negation on the indefinite before the verb 

phrase and the auxiliary verb, a rule shared by restricted Northern and most Southern 

vernaculars (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 379), e.g. African American Vernacular 

English, Alabaman and Appalachian English. Examples from Alabaman English (see 

map in appendix 2 for location) provided by Feagin (1979: 229). 

(2) a. None of ‘em didn’t hit the house. 

b. And neither of the boys can’t play a lick of it. 

 

Table 5 illustrates the use of negative concord type 1 and 2 in Anniston, Alabama 

(Feagin 1979: 232). 

 

UPPER CLASS 

Teenage girls N=6 

Occurrences 4/64, mean 6.2% 

Older women N=6 

Occurrences 0/41, mean 0% 

 

Teenage boys N=6 

Occurrences 0/81, mean 0% 

Older men N=6 

Occurrences 0/57, mean 0% 

WORKING CLASS; URBAN 

Teenage girls N=7 

Occurrences 91/150, mean 60.6% 

Older women N=6 

Occurrences 295/350, mean 84.2% 

 

Teenage boys N=7 

Occurrences 66/94, mean 70.2% 

Older men N=6 

Occurrences 86/124, mean 69.3% 

WORKING CLASS; RURAL 

Older women N=8 

Occurrences 128/169, mean 75.7% 

 

Older men N=7 

Occurrences 129/145, mean 88.8% 

Total upper class 4/343, 1.1% 

Total urban working class 538/718, 74.9% 

Total older urban 381/474, 80.3% 

Total older rural 257/314, 81.8% 

Table  5: Negative concord within the same clause: Anniston, upper and working classes (Feagin 1979: 

232) 
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In Feagin’s data, decreasing social status indicates greater use of negative concord. The 

use of negative concord is most marked in working class speakers. Men seem to use 

negative concord more than women, apart from older urban working class women and 

teenage upper class girls. According to Feagin (1979: 233), for older urban working 

class women this position as the most extreme non-standard speakers is normal. Feagin 

(1979: 286) suggests two reasons for this linguistic behaviour. Firstly, it is likely that 

her sex, age and class had an influence on the degree of formality in the interviews with 

older men. The second possibility is that older urban working-class women had never 

been as exposed to prestige forms as men, because women had little opportunity to be in 

contact with outsiders. This has contributed to the linguistic conservatism and 

inflexibility of women. To prove or disprove these hypotheses, further research would 

be needed. Overall, the usage percentages are extremely high and the same figures were 

not expected to be received in the current study. 

3.2.3 Type 3 

The third type of negative concord comprises the inversion of the negativized auxiliary 

and the pre-verbial indefinite (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 379). Wolfram and 

Fasold (1974: 167) note that despite the written appearance, the intonation of the spoken 

form signals that these are declarative sentences. Two grammatical sources of negative 

inversion are presented by Labov (1972: 811-812). The first instance involves the 

inversion of the subject, whereby the negated indefinite serves as the subject of the 

clause, preceded by the negated auxiliary (example 3a) The second solution (example 

3b) deletes the initial dummy element, i.e. there or it. Examples from African American 

Vernacular English provided by Labov (1972: 811). 

(3) a. I know a way that can’t nobody start a fight. 

 b. Ain’t no white cop gonna put his hands on me! 

Negative concord of this kind is used in non-standard dialects of Southern origin, such 

as African American Vernacular English, Appalachian and Alabaman English, but is 

not found in Northern non-standard dialects (Wolfram & Christian 1976: 112). Yet, 

speakers of Chicano English use neither negative concord type 2 nor type 3 (Fought 

2003: 142-143). This is rather surprising, considering the south-western location of 



26 

 

Chicanos and the fact that the grammar rules of Spanish allow negation to be expressed 

at more than one point in the same sentence (Wolfram & Fasold 1974: 6).  

3.2.4 Type 4 

Fourth type of negative concord is characterized by negative marking across different 

clauses (Wolfram & Fasold 1974: 166). It is mainly reserved to restricted Southern 

varieties of non-standard American English (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes 2006: 380), yet 

it is quite infrequent even in those varieties (Fought 2003: 143; Wolfram & Christian 

1976: 113). Examples below from Chicano English provided by Fought (2003: 142). 

(4) a. I don’t think there’s nothing I could change out there. 

 b. I don’t need girls, you know, that have no man in the pen. 

The observation that can be made here is that in these examples from Chicano English 

the negation reaching to the second sentence is caused by an indeterminate (nothing, 

no). Another set of examples from African American Vernacular English (Labov 1972: 

773, 805) shows that there is a special case of this type of negative concord which 

negativizes the auxiliary of the second clause. 

(5) a. It ain’t no cat can’t get in no coop. 

b. I can walk through this wall, but not my physical structure can’t walk 

through this wall. 

It has been claimed by Labov (1972: 815) that such constructions, where the negation 

affects the auxiliary in the second sentence, are unique to African American Vernacular 

English. However, Wolfram and Christian (1976: 113) and Feagin (1979: 229) have 

disproven this claim and found this feature in Southern ‘white’ dialects (Alabaman and 

Appalachian), but they admit that it is very infrequent. 

3.2.5 Distribution Summary 

To summarize, Table 6 (Wolfram & Christian 1976: 115; Feagin 1979: 231) indicates 

the relationship of various American English dialects to each other, with respect to the 

four main aspects of negative concord described above: 1) marking of the negation on 

the auxiliary and the post-verbal indefinites, 2) negation on the indefinite before the 
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verb phrase and the auxiliary verb, 3) inversion of the negativized auxiliary and the pre-

verbial indefinite, and 4) negative marking across different clauses.  

Dialect / Negative Concord Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 

Standard English 0 0 0 0 

Some non-standard northern white varieties X 0 0 0 

White Non-Standard of New York City X X 0 0 

Some non-standard southern white varieties X X X 0 

Non-standard Anniston English (Alabama) X X X X 

Non-Standard West Virginia English 

(Appalachia) 

X X X X 

Chicano English X 0 0 X 

African American Vernacular English 1 X X X 

Key: 0 = rule never applied; X = rule applied optionally; 1 = rule always applied  

Table  6: Comparison of various dialects of American English with respect to different types of negative 

concord (Wolfram & Christian 1976: 115; Feagin 1979: 231) 

The table shows a clear north-south divide in the use of negative concord: The more 

southern dialect, the more likely it is to use negative concord. Nevertheless, there are 

exceptions, as in the case of Chicano English, which is more of a Western dialect than a 

Southern one. Appalachian English in this case is considered more of a Southern 

Midland dialect than a pure Southern one (see map in appendix 2), yet it shares several 

features with Southern American dialects (Wolfram & Christian 1976: 114), which is 

often attributed to geographical, social and educational reasons (Wolfram & Christian 

1976: 15-20). 

The data used for this study mostly consisted of negative concord type 1, yet there were 

some occasional instances which entailed the use of negative concord type 4. Due to the 

simple word order, e.g. not allowing any space for several intervening elements, and the 

little number of negation forms examined in this study, types 2 and 3 were absent from 

the data.  
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4 Data and Methods      

This section deals with the data and methods of my study. I will begin by looking at 

Corpus Linguistics as a method of conducting linguistic research, how a corpus can be 

exploited for research and for what kind of research it is suitable. I will also introduce 

the source of my data, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). After 

this, I will define the linguistic (neg) variable of my study. Finally, I will describe the 

process of collecting, selecting and analysing data.  

4.1 Corpus Linguistics 

A good way to study systematic patterns within language is with the help of corpora. A 

corpus is large and systematic collection of authentic written and spoken texts stored on 

a computer (Biber et al. 2007: 3). Corpus linguistics uses corpora to study language on a 

large scale (McEnery & Hardie 2012: 1). With the help of corpora and computers, 

extensive amounts of transcribed spoken and/or written language material can be 

collected and analyzed (Biber et al. 2007: 2). The corpus itself, its search tools and 

annotations allow us to carry out countless different kinds of analyses of language, and 

it allows both qualitative and quantitative analysis of language (McEnery & Hardie 

2012: 28).  

There are two essential tools which impact upon the utility of the data stored in a corpus 

(McEnery & Hardie 2012: 29-35). The concordancer allows us to search a corpus and 

retrieve from it a specific sequence of characters of any length, e.g. a word or a part of 

word, such as don’t or n’t. It then enables users to see the searched elements in context 

and how frequently they appear. The concordancer was an integral part of this study, as 

the elements under examination were searched for in the spoken section of the corpus in 

order to retrieve the contexts in which they appeared. On the basis of the context, the 

gender of the speaker could often be determined. Annotations are information which 

may aid the investigation of the data, such as metadata which reveals information about 

the author or speaker (e.g. age, gender, region) and about text itself (e.g. publication, 

language) and textual mark-up which is informative text added within the text (e.g when 

a speaker starts and finishes their speech). In this study, metadata played a crucial role 

in determining the gender of the speaker, because at times the context did not yield any 

useful information at all. Textual mark-up, on the other hand, was an insignificant 
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feature concerning this study, yet would prove to be helpful in sociolinguistic studies 

which look at, e.g. interruptions and turn-taking in conversation. 

McEnery and Hardie (2012: 116) argue that so far corpus linguistic methodologies have 

not played an extensive role in variationist sociolinguistics. McEnery and Hardie 

provide several explanations for these circumstances. Sociolinguists are often interested 

in the variation of pronunciation, yet phonetic transcriptions are absent from corpora. It 

is also clear that sociolinguists are more interested in variation at the level of the 

individual speakers, rather than at the level of the text. To characterize the language of 

people, ‘external’ variables of speaker identity, such as gender, ethnicity and class, must 

also be taken into account, and these are seldom included in corpora. Corpora with rich 

metadata, such as the British National Corpus, are closer to the sociolinguistic treatment 

of the speaker as the unit of variation. More such corpora have been developed, e.g. the 

CANCODE corpus of spoken English developed for Cambridge University Press, to 

explore the nature of grammar in speech (McEnery & Hardie 2012: 85). McEnery and 

Hardie reveal also that the compilation of sociolinguistically sampled data in a corpus-

like manner is becoming more common, e.g., the Newcastle Electronic Corpus of 

Tyneside English (NECTE) includes both phonetic transcriptions and audio recordings. 

Taking into account the wide range possibilities, the use of corpora and annotations 

represent good scientific practice (McEnery & Hardie 2012: 53). Corpus linguistics 

allows us to refine and redefine pre-existing theories of language, explore theories 

which were difficult to reach before the era of corpora and create new theories of 

language (McEnery & Hardie 2012: 1). Next I will present my source of data, the 

Corpus of Contemporary American English, and assess its significance in this study. 

4.2 Corpus of Contemporary American English 

According to the creator of COCA, Davies (2008-), the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English is the largest freely-available corpus of English and the only large 

and balanced corpus of American English. It contains more than 450 million words of 

text, equally divided among the genres of spoken language, fiction, popular magazines, 

newspapers and academic texts. From 1990-2012 each year, it includes 20 million 

words and it is updated regularly, with the most recent update being from Summer 

2012.  

http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/help/texts_e.asp
http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/help/texts_e.asp
http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/help/texts_e.asp
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An essential part of this study was the spoken section of COCA which worked as the 

source of my data. The spoken section is composed of transcripts of unscripted 

conversation on TV and radio programs in electronic form. Davies motivates this choice 

of data by reasoning that creating a corpus of over 80 million words would have been 

impossible by recording lectures and conversations. Therefore, electronic transcripts of 

TV and radio programs, such as Meet the Press (NBC), Prime Time (ABC), Face the 

Nation (CBS), Science (NPR), The O’Reilly Factor (FOX), The Rush Limbaugh Show 

(PRN), Showbiz (CNN) etc., were obtained to form the spoken section of COCA. 

Davies discusses the naturalness of the transcripts and whether they can be regarded as 

representations of actual speech and conversations. It is self-explanatory that people 

who have taken part in these shows knew that they were on a national TV or radio 

program, which may have caused the speakers to alter their speech accordingly. In 

terms of overall word choice and ‘natural conversation’ (e.g. error correction, 

interruptions etc.), Davies argues that the section seems to represent ‘off the air’ 

conversation. Davies further emphasizes that no spoken corpus will be authentic for real 

conversation, because people know that they are being recorded.  

McEnery and Hardie (2012: 2) stress that the corpus data that is selected to explore a 

research question must match well with the research question. McEnery and Hardie 

maintain (2012: 6) that to make general claims about spoken English, a suitable dataset 

is required. I believe that for my research the spoken section of COCA is good, though 

not the best possible option, because as Davies points out, there is without exception a 

degree of formality when people are interviewed. The interaction between the age, 

gender and origin of both the interviewer and interviewee, as well as the degree of 

publicity, affect the way speakers behave linguistically. Also, Davies claims that the 

shows have not been scripted in beforehand, but I find this somewhat doubtful. Some of 

the TV and radio shows may have been scripted, or at least pre-planned, since they are 

public discourse, and this may have affected the way people have spoken. Even though 

the speech in COCA is not casual and spontaneous speech, the spoken section of COCA 

is large and contains speech of many different people in many different contexts – text 

which has been and is meant to be spoken.  

To further motivate the choice of the spoken subcorpus in question, with a media-

oriented dataset it is possible to reflect upon the significance of public performance in 
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the way we speak. Also, to my knowledge, a similar study with the help of COCA has 

not been carried through before, and corpus-based studies on the use of negative 

concord are scarce. This study, then, enables me to produce new and up-to-date 

information on the use of negative concord in spoken (American English) media 

language with the help of a modern research tool, the corpus. 

Taking into account the topic and methods of my study, the limitation with the spoken 

section of COCA is its inability to break down the speakers according to their 

background information. In COCA the genders of the speakers must be determined by 

going through all the hits individually to see, e.g. the name or title of the speaker, but 

not necessarily directly their gender. It follows that in the course of this research it was 

not always self-evident if the speaker was male of female. Another problem which 

hindered the data analysis was the fact that in COCA it is not possible to search for 

elements so that they occur within single sentences, only as they appear consecutively. 

In this connection it is also worthwhile to mention that the interface of COCA does not 

recognize sentence boundaries, which may have caused the elements to appear in 

separate sentences. These aforementioned two factors resulted in some poor results in 

the current study. In spite of the problems that emerged, my study would have been 

laborious without the advantages of a corpus, therefore the corpus is an intrinsic method 

of studying the use of negative concord in English. Now I will proceed to looking at the 

linguistic variable of this study and how it has been operationalized.  

4.3 (Neg) Variable    

An important concept in the quantitative analysis of language is the linguistic variable. 

The linguistic variable is a linguistic unit which varies in a socially significant way and 

has different realisations, i.e. variants (Coates 1993: 62). Coates claims that 

sociolinguists are interested in linguistic variables because it is a tactic for speakers to 

locate themselves in social space. Variables vary systematically and with relation to 

other, non-linguistic variables, such as social class, gender and age. In the current study, 

negation functions as the linguistic variable. The different realisations, i.e. variants, for 

negation here are standard and non-standard. Both types of negation manifest 

themselves in many ways. The negative elements under examination in this study are 

shown in Table 7. 
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Negation 

Non-Standard Negation Standard Negation 

n’t  nothing n’t anything 

not nothing not anything 

never nothing never anything 

Table  7: Variants and negation elements under examination in the current study 

The non-standard negative concord constructions in the left column consist of a 

negation element and a negative indefinite pronoun. Each non-standard construction has 

been given a corresponding standard construction in the right column, consisting of a 

negation element and an affirmative indefinite pronoun. A non-standard form and 

standard form together are called a form pair. Non-standard and standard forms are 

contrasted because the speaker has a choice between using either one of these forms. 

For this reason, negation, here no-, must be investigated in comparison with the generic 

element, here any-.  

In Anderwald’s (2002) study, n’t, not and never were the most frequent first elements in 

negative concord constructions. Therefore, they were chosen to be used as first elements 

in the current study, as well. Anderwald did not distinguish between the sentence 

negators n’t and not, most likely because the BNC allows to do searches in which the 

system recognizes both sentence negators as meaning the one and same thing. This was 

not possible in COCA, which is why it was necessary for me to do individual searches 

for both sentence negators. These first elements were combined with the most common 

second element in Anderwald’s study, nothing. Equivalent Standard English forms were 

structured by substituting the second negative element, nothing, with its generic 

equivalent, anything. Examining the same forms as Stone (2009) allows me to evaluate 

my findings in the light of a similar study carried out in a different corpus and dataset. 

The following chapter will describe the different processes of collecting and selecting 

relevant data. 

4.4 Data Collection and Selection 

As was explained earlier, it was not possible to do such searches in COCA where the 

system would find the given elements within single sentences, only as appearing one 

after another. Thus, in addition to searching for the six forms described above, it was 
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necessary to produce search strings which would allow an element to be added between 

the negative concord elements, in order to get enough data. This was done by adding a 

so-called wildcard, i.e. the symbol ‘*’, between the negation elements under 

examination in the corpus search queries to represent a random word. The more 

wildcards were added, the bigger the number of hits became. The more hits there were, 

the more anomalous the nature of the results became, e.g. more than one sentence 

boundary failed to be recognized by the concordancer. Therefore, only one wildcard 

was used. Using the wildcard did not produce the same results as it produced without 

the wildcard. By using the wildcard the COCA interface recognized the query as having 

three consecutive elements, out of which the first and the last were permanent, i.e. the 

negation elements under examination, and the intervening element was something else.  

In consequence, the following 12 search strings were searched for in the spoken section 

of COCA: 

Non-Standard Negation Standard Negation 

n’t nothing 

n’t * nothing 

n’t anything 

n’t * anything 

not nothing 

not * nothing 

not anything 

not * anything 

never nothing 

never * nothing 

never anything 

never * anything 

Table  8: Search strings in the current study 

In the query of these 12 strings, the system would produce a list of KWIC’s, i.e. 

keywords in context, showing all the contexts where the given elements were found and 

how many occurrences there were. E.g. without a wildcard, never nothing produced 3 

occurrences, and with a wildcard, never * nothing produced 38 different occurrences in 

20 different contexts, such as never seen nothing (11), never done nothing (8) etc. By 

choosing to view the context of all found or selected KWIC’s, the system would first 

provide a new list with so-called context snippets. These included the clause within 

which the given elements occurred, possible parts of nearby clauses and the year and 

source of publication. By clicking each hit individually, a more detailed description of 

the source of information (metadata) and an expanded context, in which the elements 

occurred, were given. Metadata would always include the date and year of publication, 
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as well as the title of publication and its source. The expanded context of an extract 

contained altogether ca. 200 words.  

In many cases a standard form would produce over a thousand hits. Therefore, if a 

standard form yielded more than 1000 results, the random sample option of 500 KWIC’s 

offered by the COCA interface was taken. To remain at equal proportions, a random 

sample of non-standard forms in the same proportion was taken. See the table below for 

a hypothetical random sample calculation. 

Form / Hits Original total Random sample (Percentage of total) 

not * nothing 500 165 (33) 

not * anyhing 1500 500 (33) 

Table  9: Hypothetical random sample calculation 

 The gender of the speaker, uttering the negation form in question, was derived on the 

basis of the context and the information attached to each text extract, as well as with the 

help of external data. All occurrences which met the requirements of negative concord, 

i.e. the negation elements described above used in the same clause to convey a single 

negation, were taken as instances of negative concord. The different processes of 

determining a speaker’s gender are described below. 

With the help of the expanded context it was often possible to determine the gender of 

the speaker, as in the example below (context shortened, metadata deleted). In fact, 

most often the utterer was easily determinable on the basis of their first name (Betty, 

Michael) or title (Mrs, Ms, Mr). If this information was not available, it sometimes 

proved to be useful to simply search for their last name and/or possible profession, 

together with the given year, on the internet, typing in e.g., Sen. Mikulski 1999 or 

Vargas ABC 2010.  

Expanded context: SPRINGER: No betting. BRENDA: Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. BETTY: 

How you raise your kids ain't nothing, OK? BRENDA: My kids aren't taught to hate 

nobody. BETTY: You tell them... (unintelligible) (censored). SPRINGER: OK. Unidentified 

Man 2: NAACP, does that make you...  

Table  10: Data example 
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At times, only the last name of a speaker (e.g. Smith, Fair) was mentioned, which led to 

the discarding of the instance if the gender could not be determined. Luckily, this held 

true for only a small number of cases. As explained earlier, the spoken section of COCA 

is compiled from transcripts of radio and TV conversations. It follows that at least some 

of the transcripts must still be available in their entirety on the internet. In consequence, 

whenever I came across an instance which did not reveal the gender of the speaker or 

anything significant about the participants, I would search for the transcript in question 

on the internet to find out the parties of the conversation. The older the text, the less 

likely it was to be found elsewhere. Most texts from the 1990s were nowhere to be 

found, whereas most texts from the 2000s could be found in the transcript collections of 

TV and radio channels. The gender of the speaker (male) in the following piece of 

conversation (context shortened) from the Larry King Live show (CNN) was resolved, 

as the article was available in its entirety in the CNN transcripts collection (the link to 

the transcript at the end of the table). 

Source information: 

Date  2009 (091015)  

Title Interview With Heene Family 

Source CNN_King 
  

Expanded context: And after the balloon touched down and there was no evidence that the 

door, the latch had been tampered with, had been opened, and we were being told immediately 

it didn't look like anybody was ever inside. I'm sure you heard that as well. R-HEENE: No, I 

didn't hear that. No, they never said anything like that. BLITZER: Because we were told right 

away that it didn't look like the latch had been tampered with, it didn't look like the door had 

been opened or closed. 

Source available at: http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0910/15/lkl.01.html 

Table  11: Data example 

In some cases it was necessary to determine the gender on the basis of the surrounding 

context. As the example below shows (context shortened), a person named Joyce 

Goodson could be mistaken for a woman on the basis of his first name. Luckily, he was 

referred to with the pronoun ‘he’ by the NPR interviewer Debbie Elliot and the mistake 

was evaded. 
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Source information: 

Date  1998 (19980601)  

Title AL Voter Suppression 

Source NPR_ATC 
  

Expanded context: Goodson says he won seven of eight ballot boxes and was ahead by 50 

votes until the absentee vote came in. He lost the seat by 25 votes to another black candidate 

GOODSON: The people that stole my votes, or that tampered with the absentees in District 

One that have been indicted, are all black. I'm black. So, it wasn't anything that anybody white 

did to me. 

Table  12: Data example 

Sometimes, it was not the context that provided the information on the speaker, rather it 

was the metadata. This occurred often if the context did not include a first name or a 

title for the speaker, only their last name. As the example below shows (context 

shortened), the person called Reilly is specified in the metadata but not in the context. 

Source information: 

Date  2006 (20060804)  

Title Interview With Will Ferrell, John C. Reilly 

Source CNN_King 
  

Expanded context: KING: Well, what do you think? FERRELL: I think there's got to be some 

kind of mistake. OK? I mean, maybe Heath Ledger, maybe Russell Crowe, you get someone 

good. Not that bozo. KING: Well, apparently, Ricky, the thing that landed him the role was his 

willingness to take off his clothes on camera. He said he had the perfect body. REILLY: Well, 

that's just stupid, Larry. He don't look nothing like Ricky. KING: But wait. He's not just a 

comedian. He's also a serious actor. Take a look at what he did with his performance as a San 

Diego newsman in the 1970s. Watch. (BEGIN-VIDEO-CLIP) UNIDENTIFIED-FEMAL: 

Thanks for stopping by. FERRELL: Stay classy. I'm Ron Burgundy. UNIDENTIFIED-

FEMAL: Thanks for stopping by. FERRELL: Stay classy. Ron Burgundy. (END-VIDEO-

CLIP) FERRELL: He was on a news program? REILLY: I guess he was. (BEGIN-VIDEO-

CLIP)  

Table  13: Data example 

Data which did not meet the requirements of this study was discarded. The solution to 

use the wildcard between the negation elements resulted in some poor results, as the 

concordancer failed to recognize sentence boundaries. The concordancer produced 
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instances, such as “you can’t - - nothing will help me”, where the two consecutive 

hyphens represent error-correcting practice. Punctuation was not recognized by the 

concordancer either, which produced results, such as “No, I will not . Nothing can stop 

me”. These instances were discarded. Moreover, in the following piece of conversation, 

produced by the search string not * nothing, the first element ‘not’ is a part of the 

preceding noun clause, not the negation construction. This example, then, cannot be 

taken as an instance of negative concord. 

(5)  Ms-GALLETTI: Whether or not he did these things or not has nothing to 

do with whether or not he's a good president. 

Discarded data also included instances in which the gender of the utterer could not be 

determined on the basis of the context, metadata nor with the help of external data. Such 

instances comprised ca. 12 percent of the whole data. See the example below. 

Source information: 

Date  1996 (19960718)  

Title CAN I EVER TRUST MY SISTER AGAIN?; PANELISTS DISCUSS THE 

ISSUES THAT ARE KEEPING THEM APART 

Source Ind_Geraldo 
  

Expanded context: Let’s, you know, stay together. We’ve got to do this.’ After the funeral, 

you know, Kandy came out to the house. We gave her the phone number. We never get our 

phone number changed. We’ve got a business that we run out of our house. And, you know, I 

told her -- I said, Kandy, call us. You know, come around. Don’t be no stranger,’ and never 

heard nothing from her. My daughter has called her and left messages on her voice-mail. I've 

got a letter for her back in the room, you know, for Kandy. And it kills me, you know, because 

I fi -- you know, Tina -- I'm close to Tina. Kandy -- I'm close to Kandy if she'll let me be, but I 

lost my sister, you know. She overdosed and she was Kandy's age, and  

Table  14: Data example 

In this example, the utterer is not referred to by any pronouns, titles or names, nor could 

I find any traces of this conversation on the internet. Since there were no clues for the 

speaker’s gender, the instance was discarded. Instances in which the speaker was 

referred to with more anonymous titles, such as ‘Unidentified child’, ‘Interpreter’, 

‘Caller’ etc., without any signs of their gender, were discarded, as well. Some of the 

instances did not contain any mention of a speaker at all but were just pure monologue. 
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Yet, some of these articles could be found on the internet and it was possible to 

determine the speaker’s gender in a larger context. 

To summarize, if the speaker’s gender could not be deduced from the context, metadata 

or with the help of other means, the instance was discarded. Finally, I will explain the 

methods of analysis of this study. 

4.5 Methods of Analysis 

After the selection of data, the total numbers of hits for both non-standard and standard 

forms were counted for both genders individually. The analysis was done by comparing 

the occurrence percentage of each non-standard negative concord construction with the 

occurrence percentage of its equivalent Standard English construction within each 

gender. To arrive at such circumstances, the following procedure was done to each form 

pair and both genders individually. The hits for a given non-standard construction added 

to the hits for its corresponding standard construction comprised the total amount of hits 

for the given pair, i.e. 100 percent. The number of hits for the given non-standard 

construction was divided by the total amount of hits for the given form pair. This 

resulted in a percentage for the given non-standard form and, consequently, the standard 

form within the given gender. Percentages between men, women, forms and form pairs 

were then compared. Possible explanations for the outcome of the analysis were 

reflected upon by analyzing the quality of the data stored in COCA and the contexts and 

genres in which men and women occurred. The findings were also compared with 

earlier studies on the use of negative concord in English. Finally, it was assessed how 

well the findings of this study support the view of women speaking ‘more correctly’ 

than men. 
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5 Results 

In this section, I will analyze my data. The section contains several tables with numbers 

of hits and percentages for given forms within the given gender. Negation elements in 

columns always represent the first (plus the wildcard) element of the respective negative 

concord structures, while rows indicate the respective second elements. Figures in 

brackets indicate percentages of the total within a given form pair and/or gender. The 

percentages have been either rounded up or rounded down to the nearest integer. Non-

standard forms are examined in relation to their standard forms. Differences within and 

between forms and genders are compared. In addition to looking at figures, I will 

provide examples of data to illustrate the use of negative concord in COCA.  

I will proceed by comparing the results between one non-standard form and its 

equivalent standard form (wildcard options included) per section. This will be done in 

the following order: n’t nothing vs. n’t anything, not nothing vs. not anything and never 

nothing vs. never anything. After this, to rationalize my findings, I will consider the 

distribution of data between men and women, as well as the contexts and roles in which 

men and women occur in COCA. 

5.1 N’t nothing vs. n’t anything 

This section includes the examination of the results produced by forms n’t nothing and 

n’t anything, as well as the examination of forms produced by the search strings n’t * 

nothing and n’t * anything. Table 15 shows the number of hits produced by each of the 

four search strings. 

2nd element / 1st element + wildcard n’t n’t * Total 

nothing 110 (32) 553 (9) 663 (9) 

anything 235 (68) 6388 (91) 6623 (91) 

Total 345  6941  7286  

Table  15: The results for n’t nothing, n’t anything, n’t * nothing and n’t * anything: the number of hits 

for each search string, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within form 

pair (column-wise) 

It is observed that without the wildcard, the negation forms n’t nothing and n’t anything 

as such are quite infrequently found in the spoken section of COCA, yet it is the most 
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common one of the three form pairs investigated in this study. The use of n’t nothing 

without the wildcard between the negation elements, comprising 32 percent of all the 

possible occurrences, seems more common than its wildcard correspondent which 

comprises only nine percent of the total. The standard form n’t anything without a 

wildcard is less used than with a wildcard.  

For drawing conclusions about the use of negative concord in COCA, the number of 

results for all the three forms pairs is little, which is why it was necessary to use the 

wildcard option. However, as can be seen, with one wildcard the number of hits is 

significantly higher, in this case reaching well over 6000 hits, which is why only one 

wildcard was used. Because the number of hits turned out so high with the search string 

n’t * anything, random samples for both wildcard optioned forms, provided by the 

COCA interface, were taken and analyzed.  

The occurrence percentage of this type of negative concord in COCA, nine percent, is 

the highest of the three form pairs under examination in this study – yet it may be lower 

because the amount of indeterminable data among the negation data which was left out 

in this study is unknown. The standard forms are, as anticipated, more common than 

their equivalent negative concord constructions. Out of the three elements which appear 

as first elements in the negative concord constructions under examination in this study 

(n’t, not and never), n’t is the most common. Two data examples of this negative 

concord structure used by female speakers are presented below (contexts shortened). 

(7) - - though he and his family, his mother Precious, his little brother, Imere, 

are homeless. At times, they spend whole days outside in the park. Dirty, 

hungry, no place to go. DIANE-SAWYER-1ABC# (Off-camera) What did 

they eat today? PRECIOUS-STEVENS-# We ain’t eat nothing yet. 

(8) Ms-DEEN: But one thing I want to demonstrate with you this morning, 

Lester, is these most incredible almond Danish swirls. And you know you 

give a woman a can of crescent rolls, they ain’t nothing we can’t bake.  

The first example is a traditional case of negative concord type 1 presented earlier, with 

a marking of the negative on the auxiliary and the indefinite following the verb. The use 

of negative concord, the colloquial ain’t instead of the verb have and an incorrectly 

conjugated lexical verb, as well as the allusion to the poor housing situation of the 
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speaker, could imply that the speaker is a member of a lower social class. The second 

case is a representation of negative concord type 4, in which the negation reaches to the 

second sentence. Being aware of who the speaker is (an American celebrity chef Paula 

Deen, as was revealed in the metadata), I would claim that in this case the use of 

negative concord is a matter of intended stylistic variation.  

The distribution of n’t nothing and n’t anything according to gender can be seen in 

Table 16. Of all the hits for n’t nothing and n’t anything, 57 percent has been uttered by 

male speakers. Of these 193 instances, 60 are negative concord. Women, on the other 

hand, have uttered 117 instances, 34 percent of all the hits, of which 42 instances are 

negative concord. As can be seen, the ratio of standard forms for men is more than 

double the amount of non-standard forms, while for women a little less than double. 

Instances which were indeterminable comprise ten percent of the total. The amount of 

indeterminable data has also increased, in fact more than tripled, in the standard 

negation data.  

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

n’t nothing 60 (31) 42 (36) 8 (6) 110 

n’t anything 133 (69) 75 (64) 27 (94) 235 

Total 193 117 35 345 

Table  16: The results for n’t nothing and n’t anything: the number of hits for each search string and 

indeterminable data, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within 

gender and form pair (column-wise) 

In comparison the non-standard and standard forms within genders, both genders prefer 

the standard forms to the non-standard ones. Although the differences are not 

considerable and negative concord is used almost as much by both genders, it is female 

speakers who seem to be using negative concord more than men, percentages being 36 

and 31, respectively. In addition, the percentages for negative concord are overall quite 

high. 

Because the standard form containing the wildcard produced over a thousand hits, 

random samples for both the non-standard and standard form, in the same proportion, 

were taken. See the table below for the random sample calculations. 

 



42 

 

Form / Hits Original total Random sample (Percentage of total) 

n’t * nothing 553  44 (8) 

n’t * anything 6388  500 (8) 

Table  17: Random sample calculation for n’t * nothing and n’t * anything 

For search strings n’t * nothing and n’t * anything, the percentages for negative concord 

seem favourable for men, even though the differences are subtle. See Table 18. 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

n’t * nothing 25 (8) 12 (7) 7 (15) 44 

n’t * anything 300 (92) 159 (94) 41 (85) 500 

Total 325 171 48 544 

Table  18: The results for n’t * nothing and n’t * anything: the number of hits for each search string and 

indeterminable data, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within 

gender and form pair (column-wise). 

In this case, the usage of negative concord is quite evenly distributed between the two 

genders, with eight percent for men and seven percent for women. Again, most of the 

instances, 60 percent, have been uttered by male speakers, while the share of women is 

31 percent. The amount of indeterminable data comprises 10 percent of the total. 

When the negative concord figures of Table 16 and 18 are counted together, we get the 

overall usage percentage of 16 for men and 19 for women, which are quite high. In 

summary, the percentages lead us to believe that women use this negative concord 

construction more than men. The widely expected pattern of men using negative 

concord more than women has not been fulfilled, rather the results point to the opposite. 

Why women deviate from the ‘normal’ pattern and use negative concord more than men 

has to with the fact that the negative concord data was most present in tabloid talk 

shows in which women seemed to appear more than men.  This will be further 

contemplated in chapter 5.4. Now I will move on to consider the next negation form 

pair, not nothing and not anything.  
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5.2 Not nothing vs. not anything 

Table 19 shows the amount of data produced by the forms not nothing and not anything, 

as well as the amount of data produced by the search strings not * nothing and not * 

anything. These data amounts are significantly smaller than the amounts for the forms 

examined above. Observe the table below. 

2nd element / 1st element + wildcard not not * Total 

nothing 20 (9) 81 (5) 101 (6) 

anything 197 (91) 1475 (95) 1672 (94) 

Total 217 1556  1773 

Table  19: The results for not nothing, not anything, not * nothing and not * anything: the number of hits 

for each search string, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within form 

pair (column-wise). 

Both with and without the wildcard option, form not nothing is quite rarely found in the 

spoken section of COCA, yielding only 20 and 81 hits. Its standard versions are 

considerably more common, with the simple form producing 197 hits and the wildcard 

option producing nearly 1500 hits – which, however, is not nearly as many as n’t * 

nothing which yielded over 6000 hits. The use of this negative concord form occurs 

only six percent of the time. As the number of the wildcard optioned standard forms 

rose over a thousand, random samples for both the wildcard optioned standard and non-

standard form, provided by the COCA interface, were taken and analyzed.  

The reason for the higher frequency of n’t as opposed to not might result from the fact 

that n’t is a colloquial phenomenon: In speech the sentence negator not is very often 

contracted to n’t to negate the meaning of the clause. As we are examining the spoken 

section of COCA, it is not surprising that the contracted version is more common. Also, 

the colloquial phenomenon ain’t, which requires the use of n’t, seemed to be quite 

common in the spoken section of COCA which further increases the use of n’t instead 

of not in COCA. As explained in the Data and Methods section, the interface of COCA 

does not recognize these sentence negators as denoting one and the same thing, 

wherefore it was necessary to differentiate them to constitute two different forms and 

search strings. 
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Then why would one use not in negative concord structures in speech instead of the 

contracted version n’t? There were several different contexts in which it was used. In 

speech, not is often used to emphasize and clarify the negative nature of the message. 

Many of the instances including not * nothing in the spoken section of COCA were like 

this, as the following data examples show (contexts shortened). 

(9) BUCHANAN: He couldn’t do nothing. I agree, he could not do nothing 

but don’t think that this is going to accomplish anything more than just 

punishing the guy. KINSLEY: Well, punishing him is a good thing. 

(10) KELLY: And I said, I know it is. I’m -- I’m definitely sure it is. So -- but 

he didn’t care, so -- and we planned on getting married. And we got 

married and he did not do nothing with the baby, didn’t help me with the 

baby. Don’t lie. He did not help me with the baby at all.  

If we consider the following data examples (contexts shortened), we find that often the 

use of not nothing was compulsory due to the nature of the sentence or word structure. 

(11) GIFFORD: ... for people who are interested. There is a – there’s a... 

KOTB: Don’t start it again! GIFFORD: I’m not saying nothing. There is a 

study by the American Journal of Epidemiology... KOTB: Oh, my God. 

See, this is how rumors get started.  

(12) JACK: What should I do? I should have waited this whole three years and 

not did nothing? That's what I should have did? I should have been sitting 

right next door to where you guys was living.  

In the first example, not is used because the contracted version n’t cannot be used with 

the conjugated be-verb, am. Otherwise, the use of negative concord in this case is most 

likely a stylistic choice, because Kathie Lee Gifford is an American television host, 

currently co-hosting the 4th Hour of NBC’s Today show with Hoda Kotb (as revealed in 

the metadata), and therefore is probably consciously using negative concord on the air. 

The second example is from The Jerry Springer Show, a tabloid talk show with a typical 

audience consisting “of people formerly under-represented on TV. A free media ought 

to reflect the whole society and not just well-scrubbed middle-class whites” (Power 

2010), as Jerry Springer says it himself. The use of negative concord and the incorrectly 
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conjugated do- and be-verbs imply that the speaker is a member of a lower social class. 

The example entails a complex sentence, in which the clauses are co-ordinate and the 

subject of the clause and the auxiliary verb(s) of the former part need not be repeated in 

the latter part. Yet since the latter part is negative, not must be used in the beginning of 

the second part of the clause. 

Table 20 shows the distribution of not nothing and not anything according to gender, as 

well as the amount of indeterminable data. Even though the amount of data for the non-

standard form is low, once more we find an unusual pattern as we observe the 

percentages calculated for these forms. See the table below for explication. 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

not nothing 4 (3) 12 (18) 4 (12) 20 

not anything 114 (97) 54 (82) 29 (88) 197 

Total 118 66 33 217 

Table  20: The results for not nothing and not anything: the number of hits for each search string and 

indeterminable data, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within 

gender and form pair (column-wise) 

From the little amount of results for not nothing (men three, women 12) it is not 

reasonable to draw any strong conclusions about gender-based use of negative concord. 

On the basis of the percentages, it seems that women use negative concord more than 

men do in the spoken section of COCA, and the differences are quite remarkable. Both 

genders still prefer the standard form. What is worth noting is that the distribution of 

data between male and female speakers is similar to the distribution of n’t nothing and 

n’t anything, as men have produced 54 percent of the utterances and women 30 percent. 

Once more, the amount of indeterminable has risen in the standard negation data. It is 

obvious that the likelihood of data fluctuation increases with the increase of data. 

Nonetheless, the standard version not anything is quite common, whereas its non-

standard version not nothing is nearly non-existent in COCA. Perhaps the combination 

of not and an indefinite pronoun, directly following each other to form negation, is 

simply very rare in language. In Anderwald’s (2002: 107) data collected from the BNC, 

of the 692 negative concord structures only 14 were combinations of not and nothing. 
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Because the wildcard optioned standard form yielded more than a thousand results, 

random samples for both wildcard optioned forms were calculated. See Table 21 for the 

random sample calculations. 

Form / Hits Original total Random sample (Percentage of total) 

not * nothing 81 27 (34) 

not * anyhing 1475 500 (34) 

Table  21: Random sample calculation for not * nothing and not * anything 

The addition of the wildcard does not enhance the conditions for this negative concord 

structure in question, as Table 22 shows. As was mentioned earlier, only altogether 81 

instances of not * nothing were found in COCA and 27 of them were included in the 

sample. Out of these, 12 were uttered by men, 8 by women and 7 were declared 

irrelevant. Yet again the percentages have turned out somewhat surprising. Observe the 

table below. 

Table  22: The results for not * nothing and not * anything: the number of hits for each search string and 

indeterminable data, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within 

gender and form pair (column-wise) 

It seems that women use the non-standard form more than men do. As usual, both 

genders prefer the standard version to the non-standard one. This time 64 percent of the 

utterances belong to male speakers, while the equivalent percentage for women is 26 

percent. The percentage of indeterminable data remains more or less at the same 

percentage.  

Inferred from the distribution of male and female data, it seems that men are more 

present in the media than women are. Although there are more instances by men, 

overall, it does not result in a higher usage percentage of negative concord for men. 

Arguably, even though men have produced most of the utterances, their negative 

concord usage seemed to be restricted to more formal contexts, while the negative 

concord usage of women was mainly restricted to informal contexts, namely tabloid talk 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

not * nothing 12 (4) 8 (6) 7 (14) 27 

not * anything 326 (94) 131 (94)  43 (86) 500 

Total 338 139 50 527 
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shows which contained more negative concord usage than other formats. These issues 

will be further discussed in chapter 5.4. 

When all the figures for negative concord in tables 20 and 22 are counted together, we 

get the mean usage percentages of four for men and ten for women. To summarize, 

again the percentages for negative concord show that women are more prone to use this 

negative concord structure in question. Despite the percentages, I argue that the amount 

of data is too low to make any justified arguments about the use of this negative 

concord structure in question, let alone conclusions about the use of gender-based use of 

negative concord in general. Finally, I will look at the last form pair, never nothing and 

never anything.  

5.3 Never nothing vs. never anything 

The last section includes the examination of the results produced by forms never 

nothing and never anything, as well as the examination of results produced by search 

strings never * nothing and never * anything. These are shown in Table 23 below. 

2nd element / 1st element + wildcard never never * Total 

nothing 3 (7) 61 (5) 64 (5) 

anything 38 (93) 1264 (95) 1302 (95) 

Total 41 1325 1366 

Table  23: The results for never nothing, never anything, never * nothing and never * anything: the 

number of hits for each search string, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible 

occurrences within form pair (column-wise) 

Of the three negation pairs included in this study this pair is most rarely found in the 

spoken section of COCA. The standard versions are more common, yet this time even 

the simple standard version, never anything, is very infrequent with only 38 hits, while 

the two previous ones discussed above have yielded nearly or over 200 hits. The 

wildcard optioned forms produce altogether 1325 hits, which is nearly as many as for 

not * nothing and not * anything discussed above.  The use of the wildcard optioned 

forms was analyzed with the help of the random samples of provided by COCA. 

Overall, the usage percentage of this negative concord form, five percent, is the lowest 

of the three form pairs investigated in this study. 



48 

 

Table 24 shows the distribution of the forms never nothing and never anything 

according to gender. Over half of the instances have been uttered by male speakers, 

while only 30 percent by female speakers. Twelve percent of the instances are 

indeterminable. See the table below. 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

never nothing 3 (14) 0 (0) 0 (0) 3 

never anything 19 (86) 14 (100) 5 (100) 38 

Total 22 12 5 41 

Table  24: The results for never nothing and never anything: the number of hits for each search string 

and indeterminable data, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within 

gender and form pair (column-wise) 

Only three occurrences of never nothing were found in COCA. Even though the total 

number of hits for never nothing and never anything is low, we find the expected 

pattern: Women do not use this type of negative concord at all and men use it 14 percent 

of the time. However, the number of hits is too little to be considered a reliable 

representation of the usage of this negative concord structure. 

As the wildcard optioned standard form yielded over 1000 results, random samples for 

both the non-standard and standard wildcard optioned forms were taken and analyzed. 

See Table 25 for necessary calculations. 

Form / Hits Original total Random sample (Percentage of total) 

never * nothing 61 24 (40) 

never * anyhing 1264 500 (40) 

Table  25: Random sample calculation for never * nothing and never * anything 

As we observe Table 26 below, showing the distribution of the wildcard optioned forms 

according to gender, we find that negative concord is used as much by both genders. 

The standard versions are, as expected, preferred by both genders. Nine percent of the 

instances are gender-wise indeterminable. Counted with the figures from tables 24 and 

26, we get the mean negative concord usage percentages of five for men and four for 

women. See the table below. 

  



49 

 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

never * nothing 14 (5) 8 (5) 2 (4) 24 

never * anything 291 (95) 162 (95) 47 (96) 500 

Total 305 170 49 524 

Table  26: The results for never * nothing and never * anything: the number of hits for each search string 

and indeterminable data, followed by their percentages (in brackets) of all possible occurrences within 

gender and form pair (column-wise) 

Now that men were shown to use negative concord more than women, what remains is 

to explain this pattern. In the Language and Gender chapter I discussed the linguistic 

insecurity of women and the tentative nature of their language use (Lakoff 1975; 

Tannen 1990). Could it simply be that women avoid strong expressions and words, such 

as the adverb never, in order not to come out too direct? Do women prefer to use 

euphemisms or milder expressions instead of unconditional and powerful ones? Further 

research on the gender-specific use of adverbs would be needed to validate this 

hypothesis. However, if we look at the following negative concord data examples 

(contexts shortened), we discover just how tangible the strength of the adverb never is. 

(13) CYNTHIA MCFADDEN: (voice-over) Randy’s grandmother, Freda 

Thompson, says Heather was a frequent visitor at her home where Randy 

lived. FREDA THOMPSON, Randy Wood’s Grandmother: I loved her. 

Randy loved her. Randy would have never done nothing to hurt her, never. 

(14)  Mr-CALABRESE: It was hard. It was hard. I - you know - I mean, he’s 

never done nothing to me. He’s never done nothing but look out for me.  

Example 13 does not reveal that much about the speaker, other than her gender. The 

lady uses the adverb never twice which creates a strong sense of her determination 

about the situation and the matter. The speaker in example 14 bases his view of a 

person, who is about to be implicated in a crime, on the good experience which he has 

of him and therefore cannot believe what is about to happen. The adverb never 

functions here as a strong method of emphasizing the absoluteness of the situation. 

Again, it is important to note that 58 percent of the wildcard optioned instances have 

been uttered by male speakers, while the equivalent percentage for women is 32. This 

phenomenon of men having produced most of the analyzed instances has repeated itself 
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on all three investigated form pairs. This and other issues which arise from the figures 

discussed above will be contemplated next, as I turn to look at the distribution of data, 

roles and contexts according to gender, in order to seek for possible explanations for my 

somewhat unexpected results. 

5.4 Distribution of Data, Contexts and Roles According to Gender 

Table 27 shows the grand total of utterances by male and female speakers, as well as the 

grand total of indeterminable data, when all six negative concord search strings are 

taken into account. 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

n’t nothing 60  42 8 110 

n’t * nothing 25 12 7 44 

not nothing 4 12 4 20 

not * nothing 12 8 7 27 

never nothing 3 0 0 3 

never * nothing 14 8 2 24 

Total 118 82 28 228 

Table  27: The grand total of hits for each negative concord form/search string within the given gender 

and the amount of indeterminable data 

As the table shows, 52 percent of the utterances are held by men, while the share of 

women is 36 percent. If we look at Table 28 showing the grand total of utterances by 

male and female speakers and the grand total of indeterminable data, when all six 

standard negation search strings are taken into account, we find the same pattern. 

Form / Gender Male Female N/A Total 

n’t anything 133 75 27  235 

n’t * anything 300 159  41 500 

not anything 114 54 29 197 

not * anything 326 131 43 500 

never anything 19 14 5 38 

never * anything 291 162 47 500 

Total 1183 595 192 1970 

Table  28: The grand total of hits for each standard negation form/search string within the given gender 

and the amount of indeterminable data. 
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This time 60 percent of the standard forms have been uttered by men and 30 percent by 

women. The percentage for indeterminable data varies between 10 and 12. In both 

cases, the amount of male data rises higher than the amount of female data, yet it does 

not increase men’s use of negative concord. In addition, men seemed to exhibit more 

roles than women in the corpus. These factors suggest that there is more data by men in 

the corpus, overall. What is more, women and their use of negative concord seemed to 

occur mostly in informal contexts, while men seemed to appear and use negative 

concord mostly in formal contexts. However, the most significant factor, which has 

brought about the unexpected nature of the findings, is the fact that women appeared 

and seemed to use negative concord most in such formats which were particularly 

prolific in producing negative concord, i.e. tabloid talk shows.  

To substantiate these claims, I took a sample 150 KWIC’s per gender, including 75 

randomly selected negative concord instances and 75 randomly selected standard 

negation instances, for context and role analysis. The formats, in which the negation 

forms occurred, were classified in terms of their degree of formality. The degree of 

formality of a show was determined on the basis of the show descriptions found on the 

TV and radio channels’ websites. Then the formats were divided into categories of 

formal, cross and informal contexts. Formal contexts include formats which focus on 

more ‘official’ matters, such as current affairs, news and politics. This group includes 

newsmagazines, such CBS’s 48 Hours and FOX’s Hannity & Colmes, and political, 

current and public affairs and news programs, such as NBC’s The Chris Matthews Show 

and PBS’s Newshour. At the other end of the scale we find informal contexts which 

include tabloid talk shows, such as The Jerry Springer Show (syndicated) and Geraldo 

(syndicated), dealing solely with emotional and controversial topics. Shows which make 

up the middle section, cross, do not clearly fall into either category but can be 

considered to have both formal and informal qualities. Talk shows, such as CNN’s 

Larry King Live, NPR’s Fresh Air and The Oprah Winfrey Show (syndicated) were 

counted among this category. Why these shows were not considered entirely formal was 

because they often include celebrity guests and concentrate on topics dealing with, e.g. 

taboos and entertainment, yet what prevented them from being regarded as entirely 

informal was the fact that sometimes these shows discuss also news and other current 

affairs and may have, e.g. politicians and presidents as guests. The distribution of 
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contexts according to gender is shown in Table 29 (see the division of all the shows, 

which were included in this test, into formality categories in appendix 3). 

Gender/Context Formal Cross Informal 

Male 118/150 17/150 15/150 

Female 76/150 26/150 48/150 

Table  29: Distribution of contexts according to gender 

Of the 150 instances analyzed for women, 48 occurred in informal contexts and 76 in 

formal contexts, while for men there were 15 informal cases and 118 formal cases. As 

was hypothesized, women appear in informal contexts more than men, while men seem 

to be more present in formal contexts. The 150 instances containing negative concord 

were also divided into these three formality categories. The distribution of negative 

concord according gender and context is illustrated in the table below. 

Gender/Negative concord in context Formal Cross Informal 

Male 41/75 15/75 19/75 

Female 18/75 12/75 45/75 

Total 59 27 64 

Table  30: Negative concord in context according to gender 

As was hypothesized, women use negative concord in all contexts, yet mostly in 

informal contexts. Men also seem to use negative concord in all contexts, yet mostly in 

formal contexts. Finally, of the 150 instances containing negative concord, 64 instances 

alone occurred in tabloid talk shows. This is a high figure, considering that there are 

only two tabloid talk shows included in the spoken section of COCA. 

Finally, the test included an analysis of the roles which women and men exhibit in the 

corpus. Altogether 66 different roles were determined for male participants in the 

transcripts, while for female participants the number of different roles was 40 (see the 

list of roles for men and women in appendix 4). This, along with the fact that the 

amount of male data in the current study is higher than the amount of female data, 

suggests that the corpus contains more male data, overall. This further suggests that men 

seem to occur in the media more than women. The issues which have been covered in 

the Results section, as well as the answers to my research questions, will now be further 

contemplated in the Discussion section. 
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6 Discussion 

The purpose of this section is to answer my research questions, as well as to discuss the 

issues which have come up in the process of conducting this research. I will deal with 

two research questions at a time per section, starting with research questions one and 

two and then moving on to research questions three and four. 

6.1 Research Questions 1 and 2 

The first and second research questions were as follows: Do men use negative concord 

more than women in the spoken section of the Corpus of Contemporary American 

English? Are there any patterns of similarity and/or difference in its use and what could 

account for them? In order to answer my first and second research question, I will 

consider the figures and percentages for gender-based use of negative concord in the 

spoken section of COCA in closer detail. In addition, I will look at the issues discussed 

in chapter 5.4, i.e. the quality of the data and how the data is distributed between the 

two genders in COCA. 

The average occurrence rate of negative concord in the spoken section of COCA, when 

calculated with the figures in the Results section, is 10 percent. When the percentage is 

calculated with the ‘real’ numbers of hits for the wildcard optioned forms, added to the 

number of hits for the forms without the wildcard (see tables 15 on p. 39, 19 on p. 43 

and 23 on p. 47), with the amount of hits for non-standard standard forms then being 

828 and for standard forms 9597, and the grand total of all hits being 10 425, we get a 

more realistic figure of eight percent. However, only 1970 instances, or 21 percent, of 

the standard forms were analyzed, which is why the true percentage might still be 

lowered by the amount of indeterminable data among the data which has not been 

analyzed in this study. The average occurrence rate of standard negation in the spoken 

section of COCA, in comparison with negative concord, is then 92 percent. What is 

more, when calculated with the figures above, men appear to be using negative concord, 

on average, nine percent of the time, while women 12 percent of the time, resulting in 

the standard negation usage percentages of 91 for men and 88 for women. 

As I already commented above, these percentages for men and women, as well as the 

individual percentages for each form investigated which was covered in the Results 

section, do not imply that negative concord is used more by men than women in non-
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standard American English. Rather the results suggest that it is women who use negative 

concord more than men do, with the exceptions being the use of forms n’t * nothing and 

never nothing which were preferred more by men. Thus, the hypothesis that I previously 

set in the Data and Methods section has been refuted. What did hold true was the fact 

that the results came out subtly, as the difference in the use of negative concord between 

men and women is only three percentage points. To somehow rationalize this outcome 

of my study, it is justified to analyze the distribution of data between the two genders, 

as well as quality of the data stored in COCA. 

As was already set forth in chapter 5.4, altogether 2198 instances from the spoken 

section of COCA were analyzed. The vast majority, 1301 instances, i.e. 59 percent, of 

all analyzed instances have been uttered by male speakers. The equivalent figures for 

women are 677 instances, i.e. 31 percent, and the rest, 12 percent, is indeterminable 

data. Another factor affecting the large amount of male data is the roles which men and 

women play in these formats (see the list of roles for men and women in appendix 4). 

The transcripts contained few women on the whole. There were quite a few female 

news anchors, hosts, experts, politicians etc., but most often women appeared as talk 

show guests. Men, quite the contrary, exhibited many different roles, e.g. news anchors, 

hosts, guests, doctors, politicians, military personnel, criminals etc. Because men 

exhibited more roles than women did, there was, naturally, more male data. It can be 

concluded, then, that COCA contains more male data, overall, and that men appear in 

the media more than women. Nevertheless, the figures as such do not actually tell us 

anything about why men do not conform to the expected pattern and use negative 

concord more than women, rather it reveals something about the quality of the data 

stored in COCA.  

As there is more male data in the corpus, we could presume that the male data allows 

more fluctuation and diversity. How is this apparent in COCA? First and foremost, this 

is shown by the variety of formats in which men appear in comparison to women. As 

was explained in the Data and Methods section, the spoken data of COCA is composed 

of transcribed TV and radio programs, i.e. broadcast media. The genres of broadcast 

media are called formats. The programs, from which the transcripts have been taken, 

represent different formats, including talk shows and programs of several subgenres 

(politics, tabloid, science etc.), news programs, current affairs programs, television and 
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radio newsmagazines etc. (see the division of formats into formality categories in 

appendix 3). What I discovered while doing my research is that men were distributed 

more evenly between the different formats, while women were restricted to certain 

types of formats. Also, men seemed to appear more in formal contexts, while women in 

informal contexts, as Table 29 (p. 52) reveals. Men discussed news, current affairs, 

politics, science and business, and appeared in shows such as All Things Considered 

(NPR), 60 Minutes (CBS), Dateline (NBC), The Business (CNN) and On the Record 

with Greta Van Susteren (FOX). Women were less present at such formats and 

appeared more in informal contexts and formats dealing with social relationships and 

social life, covering topics such as family, love, friendships, cooking, health, culture etc. 

These topics were discussed in tabloid talk shows, i.e. The Jerry Springer show 

(syndicated) and Geraldo (syndicated), and other talk shows, such as Talk Back (CNN), 

Today Show (NBC), Good Morning America (ABC) and Tavis Smiley (PBS).  

If we consider the audience and/or the types of participants that take part in these 

shows, some assumptions about the social background of these people can be made. 

People taking part in tabloid talk shows are, almost invariably, lower middle class and 

working class women who prefer topics dealing with social relationships (Grindstaff 

2002: 146). Grindstaff (2002: 26) speaks of a “distinction between elite and popular 

media”: the focus of tabloid (trashy) media is on emotion and personal experience, this 

way aligning tabloid shows with popular rather than elite culture and with femininity 

rather than masculinity. That is to say, the more ‘elegant’ issues, such as economy and 

politics, are topics preferred more by men and members of higher social classes 

(Grindstaff 2002: 32). Grindstaff maintains that “talk shows reproduce cultural 

stereotypes by positioning ordinary people – especially women, people of color and the 

white working classes – as somehow closer to nature and more obviously (i.e., 

negatively) embodied than elite white men”.  

Now that the rough estimates about the social standings of the participants have been 

made, I argue that the language used by the participants in these different types of 

formats differs. The formats in which men mostly appeared were quite formal, whereas 

the formats where women appeared were informal, as Table 29 shows (p. 52). As men 

appeared in more formal contexts, they also spoke accordingly, i.e. used ‘proper’ 

English and did not use negative concord relatively as much as women did. Women, on 
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the other hand, appearing in more casual contexts, spoke in a more informal style and 

used negative concord relatively more than men. 

The formats which were prolific especially in the use of negative concord were tabloid 

talk shows. In tabloid talk shows the participants, who generally are representatives of 

the lower social classes, pour their hearts out without paying attention to the way they 

speak in national broadcasts. In the other formats, the participants, generally 

representing higher social classes, are aware of the publicity and pay more attention to 

their language use. Curiously enough, as women appeared in tabloid talk shows more 

than men, they also used negative concord more than men (see Table 30 on p. 52). 

Because men did not appear in tabloid talk shows as much as women did, their use of 

negative concord was lesser, even though they did use it very much in the formal 

contexts. Observe the following data example to see how productive women, who 

participated in tabloid talks shows, were in their use of negative concord. 

Source information: 

Date  1996 (19961021)  

Title BATTLING SISTERS!; SISTERS AND THEIR FAMILY MEMBERS 

DISCUSS THEIR DISPUTES 

Source Ind_Springer 
 

Expanded context: JUDY: I didn’t say nothing -- nothing -- nothing. KIMBERLY: And him -

- him on the phone called him a monkey. (Censored-comments-) JUDY: Why you telling me? 

KIMBERLY: You don’t know nothing. JUDY: Listen. KIMBERLY: You don’t know nothing 

we’ve been through, OK? JUDY: Listen. JAMES: Wait a minute. Wait a minute. KIMBERLY: 

You don’t know nothing we've been... JAMES: I called him a monkey?  

Table  31: Data example 

There were instances like this by men, too. E.g, an election speech by George Bush 

from 2000 yields six occurrences of n’t * nothing, and all in all the corpus contained 

several slightly differing versions of the same speech held in different states: Alabama, 

Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Texas etc., so more than 30 instances were single-handedly 

by one man. Regardless, men did not surpass women in the use of negative concord in 

COCA. This example by Bush also illustrates how the use of negative concord is not a 

shibboleth of the lower social classes only, but others may use it (stylistically or 

naturally), too. Observe the example below. 
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Source information: 

Date  2000 (20001104)  

Title Bush Delivers Stump Speech in Glenside, Pennsylvania 

Source CNN_Event 
  

Expanded context: opponent’s favorites phrases is you ain’t seen nothing yet. And he’s right. 

We haven’t seen anything yet. We need to reform Medicare. And for eight years, we ain’t seen 

nothing yet. There is achievement gap in public education. The nation cries for reform. But for 

eight years, we ain’t seen nothing yet. There is medically uninsured in America. We need to 

reform the medical system but for eight years we ain’t seen nothing yet. The nation needs a 

patient’s bill of rights there has been a lot of talk. No action. For eight years, we ain’t seen 

nothing yet. The military is of low moral. We need a commander-in-chief who raises the moral 

of the military. Yet for eight years, eight long years, we ain’t seen nothing yet. 

Table  32: Data example 

In summary, since men appeared in different formats more and exhibited more roles 

than women, the amount of male data was greater in the corpus. Furthermore, I argue 

that since there seems to be more negation data by men overall, men occur in the media 

more than women. Men appeared and used negative concord mostly in formal contexts, 

while the use of negative concord by women was restricted mainly to informal contexts, 

i.e. tabloid talk shows. Since women appeared in tabloid talk shows more than men and 

since negative concord was used mostly in these contexts, women were shown to use 

negative concord more than men.  

6.2 Research Questions 3 and 4 

The third and fourth research questions were as follows: How do my results differ from 

previous research on gender-based use of negative concord? How do my results support 

the view of women speaking ‘more correctly’ than men? To answer the third and fourth 

research question, I will compare my results with previous research related to gender-

based use of negative concord. Finally, I will see how my results, when compared with 

previous research, support the view of women speaking ‘more correctly’ than men. 

Stone (2009), when conducting research on the gender-based use of negative concord in 

the British National corpus, found out that women, in the dialects of England, used 

negative concord 37,5 percent, while men 62,5 percent of the time. Stone’s results are 

supported by the previous sociolinguistic studies and theories which I have discussed 
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above: Women use standard language more than men and men use negative concord 

more than women. Set against my results, the equivalent percentages for women being 

12 and for men nine, Stone’s results do not compare favorably with my results, at all. 

The usage percentages of negative concord in British English revealed by Stone are 

remarkably high. What has had a bearing on these findings is the fact that the spoken 

section of the BNC contains spontaneous speech between people, and since negative 

concord is a feature of spoken language, negative concord is more present in the BNC. 

My data, on the contrary, is closer to the norms of written language. Therefore, for 

comparison with Stone’s study, my study is not without its flaws. Davies (2008-) claims 

that no spoken corpus can be regarded as an authentic representation of real 

conversation, because people know that they are being recorded. However, I think that 

the usage percentages revealed by Stone say otherwise and show perhaps more realistic 

occurrence percentages of negative concord in speech. Some similarities with individual 

percentages for dialects areas can be found, but their role in relation to this study is 

insignificant. As a whole, the usage percentages for women in Northern England 

compare favorably with my percentage of 12 for women, while the usage percentages 

for men in Southern England are closer to my percentage of nine for men. 

Similar patterns are found when my study is compared with the studies conducted on 

the dialects of American English. When observing the results of the Detroit dialect 

survey (Shuy et al. 1968) shown in Table 3 (p. 22), we see how negative concord is 

marked both in men and speakers of lower social classes, with the average usage rate for 

men being 46 and for women 31 percent. Again, these figures do not compare well with 

mine. Overall, the mean usage rate of negative concord in New York is 38 percent, 

which, set against the eight percent of my study, is very high. 

As we consider the extreme usage rates by the speakers of Anniston (Feagin 1979: 232) 

shown in Table 5 (p. 24), we also find that the usage rate of negative concord increases 

with the decline of social standing and, to some extent, age. Apart from teenage girls, 

who use negative concord six percent of the time, upper class speakers do not use 

negative concord at all, whilst working class urban speakers use it 75 percent of the 

time. As was discussed earlier, it is worth noting that older urban working class women, 

with their 84 percent usage rate, are the most extreme negative concord users in 

Anniston, while men use negative concord more in the rural areas. Even though these 
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usage rates surpass mine with flying colors, the similarity found in this study is the fact 

that some groups of women were found to use negative concord more than men. The 

average usage rate for both genders in Anniston, as well as the overall usage rate, is 45 

percent, which exceeds the usage percentage of New York, surely because of the higher 

usage by women in the south.  

The use of negative concord in Appalachia, as is shown in Table 4 (p. 23), seems to 

decrease with age. Teenagers are most enthusiastic users of negative concord, perhaps 

because they have adopted these features from their parents who use a considerable 

amount of negative concord and therefore do not know yet how to use negation 

properly. Also, children may not be as nervous as adults are when they are recorded. 

The mean usage rate of negative concord in the counties of Mercer and Monroe in West 

Virginia is 64 percent, which is an enormous figure, and does not compare with the 

current study, at all. The high figure of West Virginia is impacted by the fact that all 

social classes were not included in the sample, unlike in the studies of Anniston and 

New York. The study conducted by Wolfram and Christian (1976: 10) in West Virginia 

was on the lower socio-economic classes which has contributed to the high use of 

negative concord.  

The mean usage rates of negative concord in previous studies are considerably higher, 

most likely because the data consists of spontaneous conversations with the locals, 

containing more unconsciously chosen features of language. In Anderwald’s (2002) 

study in the spoken sections of the BNC, the mean usage rate of negative concord was 

14 percent, which is relatively high and six percentage points higher than mine. 

However, out of all the earlier research discussed above, it is closest to the findings of 

this study, and therefore shows a similarity in the corpus-based use of negative concord. 

Why Anderwald’s study shows a higher usage of negative concord is most likely 

because the data in the BNC consists of spontaneous speech from informal encounters 

with respondents. Anderwald (2002: 111) considers this subcorpus of spontaneous 

speech a representative of present day spoken British English. Nonetheless, the 

percentage by Anderwald is lower compared to what the American scholars (Shuy et. al 

1968; Wolfram & Christian 1976; Feagin 1979) have received, which indicates that the 

dataset truly is from a corpus and people were more aware of being recorded.  
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The speech in COCA, consisting of transcribed radio and TV programs, lectures, 

speeches etc., is somewhat pre-planned and the participants are aware of their public 

appearance on TV and radio and are therefore consciously adjusting their speech 

accordingly. Thus, the speech in COCA can be expected to be closer to written norms 

than spoken. It is, then, not surprising that the mean usage rate of negative concord is 

lower in the spoken section of COCA than one might expect of a spoken corpus. My 

findings imply that the significance of public performance the way we speak is 

remarkable, therefore the use of negative concord in the media can be considered even 

more stigmatized than usual and highly unanticipated. 

As I established in the Language and Gender section of this study, previous research in 

the field of sociolinguistics has shown that, on average, men include more non-standard 

features of language in their speech than women (Labov 1978; Trudgill 1972; Milroy 

1980). These studies support the view that women pay more attention to their language 

use and speak more ‘correctly’ and ‘properly’ than men. Thus, with regard to research 

question no. 4, the outcome of my study cannot be considered to reflect the linguistic 

purity of women, rather it points to the opposite. This way my study demonstrates that 

gender alone is not enough to explain language variation – yet for the very 

comprehensible reasons which I have discussed above. 
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7 Conclusion 

This study examined the gender-based use of negative concord in non-standard 

American English. The investigation entailed the comparison of the gender-specific use 

of three different negation pairs, including n’t nothing and n’t anything, not nothing and 

not anything, and never nothing and never anything. To gain more data, the so-called 

wildcard option was used and an intervening element between the negation forms was 

added in the search queries, e.g. never * nothing, never * anything etc. This way, 

altogether 12 search strings were created. These forms were individually searched for in 

the spoken section of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), which 

consists of transcribed TV and radio programs. The data was composed of the 

transcribed text extracts in which the negation forms appeared. The analysis was 

conducted by comparing the negative concord occurrence percentages of men to the 

negative concord occurrence percentages of women. 

The theory overview consisted of previous fieldwork research related to language and 

gender studies and gender-based use of negative concord (Labov 1978; Wolfram & 

Christian 1976; Feagin 1979). These studies have shown that, on average, men use more 

non-standard forms and negative concord in their speech than women. The aim of this 

study was to see if these claims hold true if tested with the help of a spoken American 

English corpus. Possible reasons for the outcome of the analysis were reflected upon. 

The findings of this study were compared with previous research. Finally, it was 

assessed how well the findings of the current study support the view of women speaking 

‘more correctly’ than men. 

The analysis of the data indicated that women use negative concord in COCA more than 

men, the mean usage rate for women being 12 and for men nine percent. The overall 

usage rate for negative concord was eight percent. The outcome of the results had much 

to do with the quality of the data stored in COCA. The spoken section is composed of 

transcribed TV and radio programs which cannot be considered to represent casual and 

spontaneous speech between people, because the programs are somewhat pre-planned 

and because the participants are aware of their public performance and adjust their 

speech accordingly. The most significant factor affecting the outcome was the fact that 

women appeared in informal contexts and formats, in which negative concord was a 

very salient feature, e.g. talk shows aimed at lower social classes, and were therefore 
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shown to use negative concord more than men. Men did not appear in tabloid talk 

shows as much as women, but appeared more in formal contexts and formats, which did 

not contain negative concord as much as tabloid talk shows. For these reasons, men 

were shown to use negative concord less than women. Moreover, the amount of 

negative concord data was too little to make any firm conclusions about the gender-

specific use of negative concord in COCA.  Similarities with earlier research were 

scarce, due to differing study methods (fieldwork vs. corpus linguistics, spontaneous 

speech vs. media language), but similarities with earlier corpus-based studies were 

found (Anderwald 2002). The findings of this study cannot be said to support the view 

of women speaking more ‘proper’ language than men. 

Earlier studies on negative concord date back to 1960s and 1970s and have been 

conducted by means of fieldwork. This study can be considered significant as it has 

produced new and up-to-date information on the use of negative concord both in a 

corpus and in spoken (American English) media language. Negative concord was 

shown to be very rare in this kind of environment and it can therefore be regarded as a 

highly stigmatized feature in the media. From this it can be further inferred that public 

appearance in the media has an effect on the way people speak, as people adjust their 

speech according to the standard norms of language use. The study also seemed to 

indicate that men are more present in the media, as there was more male data in the 

corpus. Additionally, bearing in mind the limitations of COCA, this study has shown 

that the use of negative concord can be studied with the help of a corpus and not only by 

means of fieldwork. 

This study is defective in that it fails to consider theory related to media language, 

resulting from the insufficient pre-examination of the corpus. Had I been more aware of 

the nature and quality of the data stored in COCA prior to the searches and the analysis, 

necessary alterations to the research questions and the theoretical background could 

have been made to match the dataset better. How this study could be taken further 

would be by including the aspect of media communication in the theory and analyzing 

the results from this perspective in closer detail. Also, by including all the hits found in 

the spoken section of COCA in the analysis, enough data would be gained, from which 

it would be possible to draw more reliable conclusions about the usage of negative 

concord in spoken (American English) media language.  
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As Anderwald (2002) and Stone (2009) suggest, we must have representative samples 

from every social class for a negative concord study to be linguistically representative. 

Also, as we have seen above, other variables such as gender, region, age and ethnicity 

play major roles in defining our linguistic behaviour. Therefore, taking all these 

variables into consideration could explain the use of negative concord in the closest 

detail. Without a suitable corpus, this task would require a lot of work. 

What is more, Stone (2009) discovered a north-south division in his study for the use of 

negative concord in the BNC. The same observation can be made if we look at the 

distribution of negative concord in the different social dialects of American English 

(Table 6 on p. 27) and the mean percentages of negative concord usage in New York, 

Anniston, Mercer and Monroe, of which I spoke in the Discussion chapter. The farther 

south we go, the more types and increased usage of negative concord we find. If these 

observations are to be believed, the overall usage rate seems higher in the southern parts 

of the country. On that account, when it comes to American English, a more profound 

study on the regional usage of negative concord would be an interesting further study to 

be carried out. However, without a suitable corpus and only by means of fieldwork such 

a study would be laborious.  

In addition, I would like to point out that for examining the speaker-specific use of 

negative concord the spoken section of COCA is not without its limitations, because the 

speakers have not been broken down into categories on the basis of their background 

information. This is, of course, understandable because the data is composed of 

transcripts which already exist, so going through all the people in them and their 

background afterwards would have been a no-win situation. However, for other 

purposes COCA is better accessible. For studying the patterning and presence of 

negative concord in American English, without any specific speaker-related variables in 

mind, COCA is very suitable, because at a quick glance COCA does seem to contain a 

lot of negative concord, especially in tabloid talk shows. E.g., the four different types of 

negative concord in American English presented earlier could easily be further 

investigated with the help of COCA. What else could be done with the spoken section 

of COCA is to study how negative concord is used and how much it occurs in the 

different genres and formats of broadcast media. 
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As scholars have established, women seem to use more ‘proper’ language than men, 

overall. Since women and men have different sets of norms for conversational 

interaction, it cannot be assumed that male and female speakers share grammatical and 

phonological norms (Tannen 1990: 297). As Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2006: 236) 

point out, both women and men respond to local circumstances, making linguistic 

choices in the context of their speech communities. Wolfram and Schilling-Estes argue 

that gender is a strong constraining force in people’s lives, which is why gender 

differences should be studied by asking how people present themselves as men and 

women through language, not how they differ from one another in the core. Wolfram 

and Schilling-Estes maintain that gender intersects in many ways with class, age and 

ethnicity, therefore the differences in language use arise from sociocultural and 

sociopsychological factors, rather than from biological, natural or inherent attributes of 

men and women. Therefore, Wolfram and Schilling-Estes (2006: 256) suggest that 

gender should not be seen as an attribute, but as a contextually situated performance. 

In conclusion, women seem to be more sensitive to status-giving prestige forms, while 

men seem to be more sensitive to vernacular forms. However, as Milroy’s (1980) study 

showed, women’s sensitivity towards the prestige forms can mean many things, because 

in the case of the Clonard ladies the prestige forms were not Standard English forms, 

but the non-standard forms of the higher-ranked group. This shows how the changing 

structures of the society create new roles for both genders (Coates 1993: 185). Coates 

underlines that linguistic change can take place only in the context of linguistic 

variation, and linguistic variation reflects and maintains social variation. It is no longer 

men who are seen as the ultimate users of negative concord, rather the studies by Feagin 

(1979), Stone (2009) and myself show that new roles are taken on by women, as well. 

As Tannen sums up (1990: 287), gender is a category that will not go away, rather our 

sense of what is natural and different in the linguistic behaviour of men and women will 

change, this way creating new expectations and assumptions. 
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Appendices 

1. Co-occuring negative elements in the BNC-SpS (Anderwald 2002: 107). Columns 

indicate the first elements of negative concord constructions; rows indicate the 

respective second elements. Figures in brackets indicate the number of dialect areas 

where the combination is found. 

2
nd

/1
st
 

element 

n’t never not no nobody har

dly 

nor no 

one 

no

wt 

non

e 

tota

l 

no 240 (17) 9 (6) 13 (6) 1 (1)  1 

(1) 

  1 

(1) 

 265 

nothing 178 (16) 33 (7) 14 (8) 10 

(5) 

1 (1)  1 

(1) 

   237 

nowt 24 (3) 4 (3) 5 (3)        33 

none 28 (9) 3 (3) 1 (1)        32 

or 

nothing 

9 (6) 3 (3) 4 (3) 4 (3)       20 

no more 8 (2) 4 (3) 7 (4)        19 

never 16 (7)     1 

(1) 

    17 

hardly 9 (5) 5 (3)        1 

(1) 

15 

nowhere 8 (5) 2 (1) 4 (3)        14 

nor 5 (1) 4 (3)         9 

nobody 6 (3)  1 (1) 1 (1)       8 

neither 5 (2)  1 (1) 1 (1)       7 

n’t   1 (1) 1 (1) 3 (3)  1 

(1) 

1 

(1) 

  7 

no one 4 (4)  1 (1) 1 (1)       6 

not 2 (2)    1 (1)      3 

total 542 67 52 19 5 2 2 1 1 1 692 
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2. Dialects and subdialects of American English (Delaney 2010), with additions. 
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3. Distribution of TV and radio shows according to their formality and format, as 

revealed by the context and role analysis. 

 

Formal: Current and public affairs, news, politics: All Things Considered (NPR), 

Anderson Cooper 360° (CNN), Campbell Brown Show (CNN), CNN Live 

Event/Special (CNN), Crossfire (CNN), Countdown with Keith 

Olbermann (MSNBC), Erin Burnett Out Front (CNN), Evening News 

(CBS), Face the Nation (CBS), Glenn Beck (FOX), Hannity & Colmes 

(FOX), Health (ABC), Issues with Jane Velex-Mitchell (CNN), Meet the 

Press (NBC), Morning Edition (NPR), Nancy Grace (CNN), Newshour 

(PBS), Newsroom (CNN), Nightline (ABC), Peter Jennings (ABC), 

Reliable Sources (CNN), Saturday Morning (CNN), Saturday News 

(PBS), Science (NPR), Special Report with Bret Baier (FOX), Sunday 

(CNN), Sunday Morning (CBS), Sunday News (FOX), Talk of the Nation 

(NPR), The Business (ABC), The Capital Gang (CNN), The Chris 

Matthews Show (NBC), The O’Reilly Factor (FOX), The Rush Limbaugh 

Show (PRN), This Morning (CBS), This Week with David Brinkley (ABC), 

This Week with George Stephanopoulos (ABC), Weekly Edition (NPR) 

Documentaries: UFOs: Seeing is Believing (ABC), CNN Presents, The 

CNN Special (CNN) 

Newsmagazines: 60 Minutes (CBS), 48 Hours (CBS), 20/20 (ABC), 

Connie Chung Tonight (CNN), Dateline (NBC), Insight (CNN), On the 

Record with Greta Van Susteren (FOX), Prime Time (ABC), Tavis Smiley 

(PBS), Weekend Edition (NPR) 

  

Cross: Talk shows: Fresh Air (NPR), Good Morning America (ABC), Larry King 

Live (CNN), Larry King Weekend (CNN), Showbiz (CNN), Talk Back 

(CNN), The Joy Behar Show (CNN), The Oprah Winfrey Show 

(syndicated), Today (NBC) 

 

Informal: Tabloid talk shows: The Jerry Springer Show (syndicated), Geraldo 

(syndicated)  
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4. The different roles exhibited by men and women, as revealed by the context and role 

analysis. 

 

Men: actor, acquaintance, ambassador, anchor, artist, author, caller, chairman, chief, 

coach, coal miner, co-host, colonel, comedian, congressman, detective, director, diver, 

doctor, economist, eye witness, governor, guest, father, fisher, friend, guitarist, hero, 

homeless man, host, hunter, identity thief, journalist, loan officer, major, material 

witness, mayor, military expert, murderer, musician, offender, patient, pianist, pimp, 

political strategist, politician, president, presidential candidate, prisoner, professor, 

rapist, reporter, researcher, restaurant owner, senator, sexual predator, sharecropper, 

singer, son, student, tax expert, teenager, translator, TV personality, unidentified man, 

victim 

Women: actress, adopted child, anchor, attorney, author, caller, celebrity, criminal, chef, 

co-host, columnist, correspondent, counselor, delegate, doctor, editor, fiancée, first lady, 

friend, grandmother, guest, host, industry expert, judge, mother, passenger, officer, 

reporter, scientologist, secretary of state, senator, singer, state representative, student, 

style expert, supervisor, survivor, unidentified female, victim, wife 


