
C O P i L

http://www.ling.cam.ac.uk/COPIL/
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0


Sailor

1982, Haegeman 1995, Collins & Postal 2014, a.o.), but with a di�erent surface pro-

�le:

(3) �ey’re all wearing kilts, but under no circumstances will I be wearing one of

those.

Prior work has shown that vulgar or taboo phenomena can exhibit complex syn-

tactic and semantic behavior with potentially signi�cant implications for formal

theories (Dong 1992, McCloskey 1993, Corver 2014, a.o.), particularly with respect

to negation (Postma 2001, Postal 2004, a.o.). I argue below that FI is another such
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Second, FI also licenses so-called strong NPIs, e.g. punctual-until (Horn 1989, Gajew-

ski 2011):

(9) My �ight is tomorrow, but. . .

a. I will not be leaving until they pay me my money. SN

b. No way will I be leaving until they pay me my money. CNI

c. Will I fuck be leaving until they pay me my money. FI

�ird, like SN and CNI clauses, FI can take neither
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(13) He may have some luck ge�ing Mary to vote for the Tories, but. . .

a. He won’t be convincing me. SN

b. No chance will he be convincing me. CNI

c. Will he fuck be convincing me. FI

�us, FI clearly bears a negative interpretation and pa�erns like SN clauses with

respect to the relevant tests, just as CNI does.
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it does not appear to involve a squatitive of the sort discussed in Horn (2001), Postal

(2004), and elsewhere.

Before concluding the discussion in this subsection, it bears mentioning that

while FI, CNI, and SN clauses share the above behavioral characteristics, they are

not interchangeable. In particular, FI and CNI have a narrower distribution than

SN clauses, by way of (at least) their emphatic character (see Culicover 1991 and

Haegeman 2012: §1.5.4 on this property of CNI, and Green 2014 on another type of

emphatic negative inversion). For example, while an SN clause can be used as a par-

tial answer to a wh-question (Simons 2007: 1042), both CNI and FI are unacceptable

there:10

(17) Q: Who ate all the Ja�a Cakes?

a. A: John didn’t. SN

b. A: #In no way did John. CNI

c. A: #Did John fuck! FI

�at CNI and FI are unacceptable as answers to wh-questions follows if their main

contribution is emphatic polarity: this would mean that the portion of the u�erance

that would otherwise answer the question (e.g. John) lacks the necessary “main

point status” (in the sense of Simons 2007) that felicitous answers to wh-questions

require. See §4 below for further important di�erences between SN on the one

hand and CNI and FI on the other.

2.3 Metalinguistic negation, denials, and reversals

FI commonly arises in contexts where it takes another speaker’s assertion as an

antecedent and emphatically asserts its polar opposite (repeated from (1):

(18) A: John is a nice guy.

B: Is he fuck (a nice guy) – he stabbed my cousin!

In this capacity, FI resembles a total denial / reversing move of Farkas & Bruce (2010:

§4.1) (cf. retorts in Sailor 2014
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(19) A: John is a nice guy.

B: Like hell he is (a nice guy) – he stabbed my cousin!

= No he isn’t (a nice guy)!

However, FI exhibits several properties that distinguish it from like hell and other

reversing strategies.

First, like hell (et al.) involves metalinguistic negation: it “focuses not on the

truth or falsity of a proposition, but on the assertability of an u�erance” (Horn

1989: 363; see also Drozd 2001 and Martins 2014). FI can appear to behave this

way, as we saw in (1)/(18), but, crucially, it need not. FI naturally occurs without

an explicit linguistic antecedent, and may be used to cancel an implicature, even

one introduced by the speaker’s own u�erance (see also (8) and (9)):

(20) It’s St. Patrick’s day tomorrow. . .

[Implicature: people wear green on St. Patrick’s day]

a. . . . but will I fuck be wearing green.

b. * . . .but like hell I will be wearing green.12

Second, and relatedly, Drozd (2001) notes that as a type of metalinguistic nega-

tion, like hell is insensitive to the polarity of its antecedent, meaning it can take a

negative clause:

(21) A: You didn’t wash the dishes.

B: Like hell I didn’t!

= It’s not the case that I didn’t

However, we saw above in (16) that FI cannot take a negative antecedent: it seems

to require a�rmative content, whether implied or asserted, to pick up on.13

�ird, in an FI clause, the negative context fuck appears in requires inversion,

whereas many speakers who freely use FI with fuck, ’eck, etc. reject inversion with

like hell (see also Drozd 2001: 57):

(22) A: John is a nice guy.

a. B: Is he fuck (a nice guy)!

b. B: *He is fuck (a nice guy)!

c. B: %Like hell is he (a nice guy)!

d. B: Like hell he is (a nice guy)!

�is again suggests that FI has a di�erent status than like hell (et al.). However,

as the judgment mark on (22c) indicates, some speakers do accept inversion with

expressions such as like hell, including these naturally-occurring examples:

12 Example (20b) may be bad for more than one reason. In particular, many speakers �nd like hell

degraded when the clause it appears in does not contain VP ell
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tree-geometric con�guration, namely Spec(i�er)-Head. �is g
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polarity projection PolP, which, following Laka (1990), Zanu�ini (1991), and many

others, is located just below TP in English.

Further, building on the logic of Kayne (1998), Wood argues that such sentences

are also characterized by the presence of a focus particle particular to the polarity

of the clause it appears in. �ese focus particles are generated local to polarity, in

the speci�er of a low Foc(us) projection selected by Pol at the le� edge of the verbal

domain (see Jayaseelan 2001 and Belle�i 2004). �us, in the a�rmative case – i.e.

so-inversion – the polarity operator is so, and its accompanying focus particle is too

(which can be non-overt: see Wood 2014: 102). For its negative counterpart, Wood

takes a decompositional approach to neither, arguing that either is the negative

focus particle analogue of too, leaving n- as the polarity operator, analogous to so.

A rough sketch of the underlying structure for so/neither-inversion sentences is

below (leaving aside certain details of Wood’s analysis that will not be critical to

the present discussion):

(30) TP

John

T

will

PolP

op[pol]

{

so

n-

}
Pol FocP

{

too

either

}

Foc vP

For Wood (2008, 2014), the polarity operator and the focus particle together drive

the syntax and emphatic interpretation of so/neither-inversion clauses.

In the next section, I extend the above proposals for both CNI and so/neither-

inversion to FI.

4 The syntax of fuck-inversion

As described above, the analytical intuition behind theneg-criterion and the polarity-

based inversion phenomena that obey it is that there is an operator that moves to

take a high scope position in the clause, while also requiring a very local agreement

relationship with a particular head associated with polarity in the clause. Does this

state of a�airs have any applicability to FI?

I argue below that it does. Speci�cally, I suggest that the derivation of FI involves

a silent counterpart of the overt negative operator seen in CNI. I provide empiri-

cal arguments for such an operator in FI clauses �rst; then, I describe how FI �ts

into the typology of operator-induced inversion phenomena. A complete analysis

99
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of FI follows—one in which FI has mixed properties of both CNI (a fronted nega-

tive operator inducing inversion) and so/neither-inversion (a low-peripheral focus

particle, i.e. fuck).

4.1 Overt and non-overt polarity operators in the le� edge

In both CNI and FI clauses, negation scopes very high—higher than in normal SN

clauses. �is is illustrated below on the basis of several di�erent diagnostics.

First, in declaratives involving standard sentential negation, there is a well-known

ambiguity between negation and because-clauses:

(31) John didn’t cry because he feared violence. SN

a. neg > b/c: If John cried, it’s not because he feared violence.

b. b/c > neg: John didn’t cry, and that’s because he feared violence.

Let us assume that this scope ambiguity re�ects an a�achment ambiguity: the

a�achment site for because-clauses is either construed higher in the clause than

sentential negation, or lower. Importantly, this scope ambiguity disappears in the

context of CNI—only the high reading for negation is possible:16

(32) At no time did John cry because he feared violence. CNI

a. neg > b/c

b. #b/c > neg

�is disambiguating e�ect is not surprising: it 99219 rg
q
10 0 0 10 83(i)-4(s)-259.007(n)2.99886(o)-1.99849(t)-255.986(s)5(u8w)-1(h)-(a)-5(m)-f -25.2 Td
[(6k)2]TJ
/R19 886(o)-1.99849(t)-255.986(s)5(u8w)-1(h61q94(i)-4.)7(v)12.9928(e)-4(r)-0.995
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�is is in contrast to SN clauses with quanti�ed subjects, which generally only yield

a qp > neg interpretation (Hornstein 1984: 51):19

(36) a. Everybody didn’t wear green. SN

=Everybody is such that they didn’t wear green

#
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Importantly, this directly parallels existing assumptions in the literature regard-

ing question operators. Following Klima (1964), Haegeman (1995: §2.2.4) argues

t
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(40)

�estion clause Neg[foc] clause A�[foc] clause

Overt op wh- question CNI Polar exclamatives (Eng)

Non-overt op polar question FI Polar exclamatives (Dut)

We now have an account for many of the properties of FI described through-

out this paper, and for its similarity to CNI in particular. However, an important

question about FI remains: what’s the fuck?

4.3 Polarity-sensitive focus particles and the derivation of fuck-inversion
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See Jayaseelan (2001) and Belle�i (2004) for extensive justi�cation of these low-

peripheral positions (and Benincà & Pole�o 2004 on TopP > FocP order in partic-

ular).

5 Conclusion

I have a�empted here to lay out some of the basic descriptive properties of fuck-

inversion, a novel inversion phenomenon in Englishes of the British Isles character-

ized by an emphatic negative interpretation despite the absence of overt negative

morphology.

A�er situating it within a broader typology of inversion phenomena involving

emphatic polarity, I argued that fuck-inversion involves a non-overt negative op-

erator in a high scope position within the clausal le� periphery, triggering inver-

sion of T in satisfaction of the neg-criterion. �is puts fuck-inversion on par with

canonical negative inversion, the main di�erence between the two being whether

the negative operator is overt or non-overt.

Finally, I argued that the taboo component of the phenomenon, e.g. fuck
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