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1 Introduction

This paper investigates the relative scope between indefinite NPs headed by ein ‘a’ and the clausal
negation nicht ‘not’ in the German middle field, which is the part of the clause between the finite
verb or complementizer and the clause-final verbal elements. If the negation follows the indefinite,
it can take inverse scope over the preceding indefinite. This is shown by the fact that eine Wohnung
nicht ‘an apartment not’ in the corpus example in (1a) can be replaced by keine Wohnung ‘no
apartment, as in (1b).

(1) Der Film zeigt Menschen, die fiir die reichsten Firmen der Welt arbeiten und die ihre
Néachte auf Busfahrten von hunderten Meilen verbringen, ...
‘The film shows people who work for the richest companies in the world and spend their
nights on bus rides of hundreds of miles...’

a. weil sie sich eine Wohnung im Silicon Valley nicht leisten kénnen.
because they REFLan apartmentin Silicon Valley not afford can
(Hamburg Dependency Treebank)
b. weil sie sich keine Wohnung im Silicon Valley leisten kénnen.
because they REFLno  apartmentin Silicon Valley afford can
‘because they cannot afford an apartment in Silicon Valley. (=3)

In the given context, the ein N nicht ‘a N not’-sentence in (1a) has only one plausible reading. This
reading corresponds to that of the kein N ‘no N’-sentence in (1b), according to which they cannot
afford an apartment in Silicon Valley. Following the assumption that semantically kein mo’ is
composed of the meanings of the negation nicht ‘not’ and the quantifier ein ‘a’ (Jacobs 1990,
Zeijlstra 2011), we argue that the negation takes inverse scope over the preceding existential
quantifier in (1a). This contradicts the widely held assumption that negation in German exhibits
purely linear scope, except in cases of I-topicalization (Jacobs 1982). Moreover, both the
interpretation of scope and the interpretation of indefinites depend on the interaction of several
linguistic factors, such as word order, expression of negation, information structure, and
genericity, making the analysis of their relative scope particularly challenging. Thus, the aim of this
paper is to prove that inverse negative scope in the German middle field exists in sentences
without [-topicalization and to analyze specific instances of this phenomenon using reliable tests.
The results of our investigation will show that the consensus on a strictly linear scope of negation
in the German middle field needs to be revised. We will also show that discourse factors motivate
the inverse negative scope reading, revealing an exceptional scope pattern of indefinites: although
they are topical, they take narrow scope with respect to negation.

2 German scope

Up until the early 2000s, it was assumed that relative scope correlates with left-to-right word
order in the German middle field (e.g. Diesing 1997: 375). The scope of negation was assumed to
fall under this rigid scope constraint as well (Jacobs 1982: 137). This constraint was said to hold
with two exceptions. The first exception is scrambling (Frey 1993). In (2), the direct object has



scrambled over the indirect object, leaving a trace. This movement of the direct object results in
two readings. In the first reading, the existentially quantified DP takes scope over the universally
quantified DP. In the second reading, the universally quantified DP takes scope over the trace of
the existentially quantified DP, causing inverse scope at the surface level (Frey 2015: 538).

(2) dass man mindestens ein Bild; fast  jedem Experten t; zeigte
that one atleast one picture.ACC almost every expert.DAT showed
‘that there is at least one picture that was shown to almost every expert’
‘that for almost every expert it is true that at least one picture was shown to him’

The second exception is I-topicalization (Jacobs 1982). In this case, inverse scope is possible with
a designated intonational contour. For example, in (3), there is a low-high contour tone on allen
‘all’ and a falling contour tone on keineswegs ‘by no means’ (Jacobs 1982: 374). This contrastive
intonation permits an inverse scope reading, according to which it is not the case that all critics
liked the book.

(3) Obwohl ja v ALlen Kritikern das Buch keines\WEGS gefallen hat.
although PRT all critics  the book by no means liked has
‘Although not all critics liked the book by any means.

More recent empirical studies have shown that inverse scope is possible in German sentences that
involve neither scrambling nor I-topicalization (e.g. Rad6 & Bott 2018, Fanselow et al. 2022,
Webelhuth 2022). However, none of these studies have investigated the relative scope between
negation and a quantifier in the German middle field.

3 Inverse negative scope

This section will show that inverse scope between negation and an existential quantifier in the
German middle field is possible without I-topicalization.

3.1 Corpus data

In a corpus study, we found inverse negative scope between the indefinite and the negation in
sentences which exclude I-topicalization. According to Jacobs (1997), [-topicalization is restricted
to utterances with illocutionary act potential, in particular assertions. Hence, it is impossible in
interrogatives (4), restrictive relative clauses (5) and conditionals (6). The following corpus
examples show that inverse negative scope between the indefinite and the negation in the German
middle field is possible in such environments. Therefore, these examples of inverse negative scope
cannot be instances of I-topicalization.

(4) Wenn nein, warum denken und sehen mehrere Augenpaare nicht besser als ein
Augenpaar?
‘If not, why do multiple pairs of eyes not think and see better than a single pair of eyes?”’

(5) Zielgruppe waren junge Familien und Kaufer, die sich einen neuen 911 nicht leisten
konnten.
‘The target audience was young families and buyers who could not afford a new 911’

(6) Die Pastillen sind ideal fiir unterwegs, wenn ein Hustensaft nicht zur Verfiigung steht.
‘The pastilles are ideal for on-the-go use when cough syrup is not available.’
(deTenTen13)



3.2 Experimental data

Further evidence for inverse negative scope in the middle field comes from experiments using a
production-from-memory task. In these experiments, participants recalled sentences with ein N
nicht in the middle field as kein N-sentences, especially when the indefinite stands in a POSET
relation to the previous context, as in (7b). This confirms that ein N nicht-sentences can be
interpreted with an inverse scope of negation, corresponding to the reading of kein N -sentences.

(7) Der Dozent hat schon mehrere Skripte im Seminar verteilt.

‘During the seminar, the lecturer already distributed several scripts.

a. Ein weiteres Skript wird er vermutlich nicht bereitstellen. (OS-ein)
a further script will he presumably not provide
‘A further script, he will presumably not provide.

b. Vermutlich wird er ein weiteres Skript nicht bereitstellen. (SO-ein)
presumably will hea further script not provide
‘Presumably, he will not provide a further script.

c. Vermutlich wird er kein weiteres Skript bereitstellen. (SO-kein)
presumably will he no further script provide
‘Presumably, he will provide no further script.

We tested the acceptability of the items from the production experiments with 70 native speakers
of German. Participants rated the sentences on a Likert scale from 1 (highly unacceptable) to 7
(highly acceptable). The results are illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Acceptability ratings of sentences as in (7)

We fitted cumulative link mixed models using the Ordinal package (Christensen 2023). The two
fixed factors were effect coded. For the three-level factor structure, the first contrast compares SO-
ein and SO-kein, while the second contrast compares 0S-ein and SO-kein. The best-fitting model
(rating ~ Context * Structure + (1 + Context| participant)+(1 + Context | sentenceNr)) shows that
context has a significant effect on the ratings (§ =-0.5613, SE = 0.1927, z = -2.914, p = 0.00357).
Structure, by contrast, does not have a significant effect. However, there is an interaction between
context and the contrast between SO-ein and SO-kein ( = 0.6653, SE = 0.3110, z = 2.140, p =
0.03239). This interaction reflects the finding that SO-ein-sentences like (7b), in which ein N nicht
appears in the middle field, were rated as less acceptable than SO-kein-sentences when the



indefinite is only situationally given, but there was no difference when the indefinite stands in a
POSET relation to the previous context.

3.3 Summary of empirical data

So far, we have established the following: First, our corpus data show that sentences with inverse
negative scope in the German middle field are not necessarily instances of I-topicalization. Second,
our experimental data demonstrate that speakers recall ein N nicht-sentences as kein N-sentences,
and also find ein N nicht-sentences acceptable, particularly when the indefinite stands in a POSET
relation to the context. These findings support our claim that inverse scope of negation in the
German middle field exists. Furthermore, the effect of context in the production and acceptability
judgment experiments suggests that discourse factors, such as discourse linking and topicality,
may motivate the production of ein N nicht-sentences with an inverse negative scope reading.
Furthermore, as we will show in the next section, kein N cannot function as a topic. Thus, if the
indefinite is a topic, ein N nicht must be used instead of kein N. In fact, a closer examination of the
indefinites in inverse negative scope constructions reveals that they exhibit an unexpected scope
pattern with respect to topicality, which we refer to as exceptional narrow scope.

4 Exceptional narrow scope

The scope behaviour of indefinites depends on various linguistic factors. Regarding the semantic
properties of indefinites, it is commonly assumed that specific indefinites take wide scope,
whereas unspecific indefinites take narrow scope (e.g. Krifka et al. 1995, Haspelmath 1997).
Regarding the information-structural aspects of indefinites, topical indefinites are assumed to take
wide scope (Endriss 2009), while focused indefinites are assumed to take narrow scope (Pafel
2005). Lastly, with respect to intonation, Pafel (2005) claims that emphatic indefinites take wide
scope, and non-empathic indefinites take narrow scope. Accordingly, narrow scope indefinites
should not be topics. However, the narrow scope indefinites in inverse negative scope sentences
seem to be topical. We will illustrate this in detail with the following example from our corpus
data:

(8) Context (translated):
According to a newspaper report, the federal government plans to purchase additional
aircraft for the air fleet following a new plane malfunction. Due to a crack in a cockpit
window, President Frank-Walter Steinmeier nearly missed his speech on the anniversary
of the Constitution last Wednesday, reports the newspaper Bild am Sonntag (Bams). In
response, the Ministry of Defense now intends to order new aircraft for the second time in
a short period [...]

Target sentence:

Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand eine Ersatzmaschine nicht zur Verfiigung, weil von
den insgesamt neun Flugzeugen der Flugbereitschaft sieben in der Werkstatt waren und
Kanzlerin Angela Merkel (CDU) mit einem weiteren Flieger unterwegs war.

‘As the Bams further reports, a replacement plane was not available because seven out of
the altogether nine aircraft in the air fleet were in the workshop, and Chancellor Angela
Merkel (CDU) was using a further plane.

(Timestamped JSI web corpus 2014-2021 German)

In (8), the negation takes inverse scope over the indefinite as shown by the fact that eine
Ersatzmaschine nicht ‘a replacement plane not’ can be replaced by keine Ersatzmaschine ‘mo
replacement plane’ without a change in meaning, as shown in (9).



(9) a.Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand eine Ersatzmaschine nicht zur Verfiigung [....]
as the Bams further writes stooda  replacement plane not to availability
b. Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand keine Ersatzmaschine  zur Verfiigung [...]
as the Bams further writes stood no replacement plane to availability
‘As the Bams further reports, a replacement plane was not available [...]’

Next, we will demonstrate that the narrow scope indefinite in (8) is a topic. According to Jacobs
(2001), a topic is a prototype category rather than a unified notion. More precisely, different topic-
comment constructions share similarities to prototypical dimensions of topicality, i.e.
informational separation, predication, addressation and frame setting. It should be emphasized
that different topic-comment constructions may realize only some of the four dimensions, and that
satisfying all is not necessary for a construction to function as topic-comment. A syntactic
construction that has been classified as topic-comment according to these dimensions is left
dislocation. Consequently, left dislocation has been argued to be a reliable test for topicality
(Endriss 2009: 43). As shown in (10a), the indefinite can be left dislocated. Keine Ersatzmaschine
‘no replacement plane’, by contrast, cannot be left dislocated and is therefore not a topic (10b).

(10) a. Eine Ersatzmaschine, die stand nicht zur Verfiigung.
a  replacement plane that stood not to availability
‘A replacement plane was not available’
b. *Keine Ersatzmaschine, die stand zur Verfiigung.
no replacement plane that stood to availability

Further properties of topics are that they are discourse-linked (Jager 2001) and occur in a
designated topic position in the German middle field, directly before a sentential adverbial (Frey
2004). This also applies to the indefinite in (8). The indefinite eine Ersatzmaschine ‘a replacement
plane’ is discourse-linked because it stands in a POSET relation to the air fleet mentioned in the
previous context. Moreover, the indefinite can occur directly to the left of the sentence adverb
leider ‘unfortunately. Again, this is impossible with keine Ersatzmaschine ‘no replacement plane’

(11) a. Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand eine Ersatzmaschine leider nicht zur Verfiigung.
‘As the Bams further reports, a replacement plane was unfortunately not available’
b. *Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand keine Ersatzmaschine leider zur Verfiigung.
‘As the Bams further reports, no replacement plane was unfortunately available’

These tests show that the narrow scope indefinite in (8) is a topic. However, according to Endriss
(2009), topics must be either generic or specific. The following tests will demonstrate that this is
not the case for indefinites in inverse negative scope constructions.

One way to test for genericity is to examine whether the indefinite is compatible with
frequency or temporal adverbials (Carlson 1977). As shown in (12), our example sentence is
incompatible with frequency adverbials but compatible with temporally referential adverbials,
indicating that it is temporally bound and thus non-generic.

(12) a. #Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand eine Ersatzmaschine typischerweise /normal-
erweise nicht zur Verfiigung.
‘As the Bams further reports, a replacement plane was typically /usually not available.



b. Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand bis 10:30 Uhr eine Ersatzmaschine nicht zur
Verfligung.
‘As the Bams further reports, a replacement plane was not available until 10:30 am.

In addition, the indefinite is non-specific, as modifying it with the specificity marker a certain
alters the interpretation of the original sentence in (8).

(13) #Wie die Bams weiter schreibt, stand eine bestimmte Ersatzmaschine nicht zur
Verfligung.
‘As the Bams further reports, a certain replacement plane was not available.

These tests confirm that the indefinite in inverse negative scope constructions can be topical, non-
generic, non-specific, and take narrow scope with respect to negation, which represents an
exceptional scope pattern for indefinites.

To conclude, this paper has demonstrated the existence of inverse negative scope in the
German middle field. A closer examination of a corpus example reveals that indefinites in inverse
negative scope readings exhibit an exceptional scope pattern: they are topical while also taking
narrow scope with respect to negation.
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