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1. Aim  

The aim of this paper is to investigate differences and similarities in the use of negative 

concord within English dialects focusing specifically on gender use. The main focus will be to 

extend the study previously conducted by Anderwald (2002) using the spoken sections which 

are not pre-planned scripted speeches of the British National Corpus (BNC). I will run a series 

of searches with the intention of detecting negative concord; thereafter looking at this result 

for gender trends for each English region.  Each geographical area in the BNC will be taken 

as corresponding to a regional dialect.  

I will investigate the negative elements ‘-n’t’ and ‘not’ which were part of the 

investigation covered by Anderwald (2002), comparing this response against the 

corresponding morpheme any- in order to give a negative meaning to the sentence. This 

procedure will then be re-run against the non-standard form nothing. In doing so, this 

procedure will compare the standard grammatical response to non-standard.  

It is the intention of this study to answer the following questions: Do women use 

negation concord less frequently than men regionally? Is gender use of negation concord 

consistent throughout the regions? Are there any significant patterns with regards to gender 

use regionally of negative concord? 

 

2. Background 

Women have been shown to use linguistically correct forms more than men do (Trudgill 

2000:185). It has been shown statistically that women use correct grammatical forms more 

frequently than men; it follows that the use of negation concord will be used less by women 

than by men as it is a marker of non-standard English. Anderwald’s (2002) study of the use of 

negative concord within the dialects of British English using the British National Corpus (the 

BNC) clearly showed that double and multiple negation, although stigmatized and considered 

to be on the decline, is widely used in conversational speech and was shown to be present in 

all but one of the dialects indicated by the BNC (Yoko2005: 91). 

Double negation or negative concord, as it is academically referred to, not only 

incorporates double negation but multiple negation as well. For the purposes of the essay, all 

references to negative concord unless stated are to be read as double negation.  

Negative concord is not found in the Standard English variety. In the non-standard 

English variety, the following sentences, I can’t find none nowhere and I don’t never do 

nothing double and multiple negation is found, where the equivalent Standard English variety 
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contain only one negative for each sentence clause formed, as in, I can’t find any anywhere 

and I don’t ever do anything (Trudgill 2003:90). Since this study will focus on gender use of 

negative concord within various dialects I will begin by defining the word dialect to mean any 

variety of language which is grammatically different from any other as well as having 

different vocabulary and pronunciation. The importance of this is twofold. Firstly, all English 

speakers have their own dialect which may include the standard variety historically linked to 

education or that of another dialect. Secondly, differences in pronunciation are not sufficient 

to be defined as a dialect; they merely qualify as a difference in accent (Hughes 1996:3). 

There is a stigma attached to the use of double negatives as it does not conform to 

what is considered grammatically correct Standard English, and therefore it is seen as 

something which divides the illiterate from the learned. Although historical evidence shows 

that double and multiple negation was present in the English language from its foundations, 

documented in Chaucer’s poetry in The Canterbury Tales. In the General Prologue he wrote, 

“He nevere yet no vileynye ne sayde/ In al his lyf unto no maner wight” translated into 

standard English ‘He never said nothing rude/ in all his life to any sort of person (Anderwald 

2002:113). Furthermore Oliver Cromwell, who was a highly educated man of his time, used 

double negation in his letter to his brother-in-law Valentine Walton, dated July 5 1644, after 

the battle of Marston Moor to inform him of his son’s death quoting his last words, “a little 

after, he said one thing lay upon his spirit. I asked him what it was. He told me it was that 

God had not suffered him to be no more the executioner of His enemies” This letter has been 

altered amending the double negation of “not...no” to “not ...any” (Internet Modern History 

Sourcebook)1.  

There is however very little evidence in Elizabethan English of negative concord. Otto 

Jespersen in his research into negation quotes only two cases of negative concord with no 

examples from the beginning of the seventeenth to the end of the eighteenth century 

(Jespersen 1917:65). There is no clear indication for the disappearance of this grammatical 

variation although it is suggested that the introduction of prescriptive grammatical education 

advocated by Bishop Robert Lowth, who wrote A Short Introduction to English Grammar 

with Critical Notes, in 1762, and who linked Latin to the science of the day, i.e. mathematics 

which, states the two negatives make a positive. Lowth, set the new standard of the day in 

restricting this type syntax (Jespersen 1917: 68, 72).  
                                                
1 Internet Modern History Source Book. http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1644cromwell-marston.html. 
Accessed 12th December 2008.  
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The introduction of universal education 1870 and the Public Schools Act in England 

and Wales of 1864, compounded the need for standardisation. With it came nine schools 

whose task was to extend the highly prestigious and influential written form of English 

mirroring these standards in the spoken form, and devaluing the local varieties of English 

(Wakelin1977:28). 

 

3. Previous research  

There have been many studies conducted by sociolinguists in the area of language and gender. 

Referring to a few of these investigations will illustrate that women are statistically less likely 

to use double negation more than men, although theories and sociolinguists differ in their 

explanations as to why this pattern should occur. Robin Lakoff published a book titled 

Language and Woman’s Place in 1975. In her seminal work she stated that there are basic 

traits in the language of women claiming, amongst others, that women use super polite forms; 

“Would you mind...”, “I’d appreciate it if ...”, hypercorrect grammar and pronunciation; 

English prestige grammar and clear enunciation (Moore 2005:5).  

Research by Professor Deborah Tannen summarized here from her book You Just 

Don’t Understand (Tannen 1990), defines the characteristics of male and female language 

broken down into six contrasting categories. In each case, the characteristic which is 

considered to be typically male is first: status vs. support, independence vs. intimacy, advice 

vs. understanding, information vs. feelings, orders vs. proposals, and conflicts vs. compromise 

(Moore 2005:8). If we look at Tanner’s explanation for the category, orders vs. proposals, she 

states that women often suggest things indirectly in conversation. For example, “What do you 

think?” men take this to be a request for a decision (Tannen 2002:27). This is clearly an 

indirect speech act and, I would suggest, a well-mannered way of conducting conversation. 

With this in mind, the user is more likely to use a standard form of English as politeness is 

associated with the use of correct language. In addition, there is a direct connection with the 

argument put forward by Lakoff in the use of ‘over politeness’. 

 It is suggested by Deborah Cameron that men and women face a form of conditioning 

in relation to the “appropriate mode of speech” for their gender, which she has named “face 

normative expectations”.  In her book, published in 1995, Verbal Hygiene, she advocates that 

the way in which women communicate verbally is important in their culture. Cameron further 

claims that this conditioning of women in general, from the clothes they should wear to the 

make-up to be worn flows over into their style of speech which is expected to be of a proper 
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style and therefore standard (Moore 2005:13). If Cameron is right, social pressure will cause 

women to adopt the considered standard language. 

 In the 1970’s Peter Trudgill carried out a series of studies in relation to what he termed 

covert and overt prestige (Moore 2005:11). He asked a group of informants various social 

classes and gender to read out words which have two different pronunciations or speech 

sounds. For example, for verbs ending in ‘–ing’, the standard form, and ‘–in’, the non-

standard form. Trudgill found that women were more likely to use the prestige pronunciation 

in their speech than men (Trudgill 1974:94). In the case of women, he established that they 

sought the prestige pronunciation above what was expected for their given social group. 

However, men’s speech was found to be in direct conflict with this, they sought covert 

prestige relating to what they perceived to be a tougher, more masculine pronunciation 

(Trudgill 2000:74-5). If Trudgill’s finding are considered alongside the arguments by 

Elizabeth Gordon, that is to say that society expects better behaviour of women than it does of 

men, and that because of the double standard in our society in relation to sexuality, women 

converse with a non-standard language are looked upon as promiscuous (Trudgill 2000:73). If 

this theory is correct, this should also be reflected in gender use of negative concord for the 

majority of listed dialects (where data is available) in the BNC, putting subliminal social 

pressure on women to avoid its use. 

 William Labov in the 1960’s looked at the factors which were statistically shown to 

affect the type of language use by a subject in relation to gender, age and social class. He 

claimed that if these factors were taken into consideration a speaker would use one or other 

variant approximately x per cent on average, in a given situation. His study of the use of 

double or multiple negation and social class showed that the percentages of non-standard 

forms used increased the lower the social class. (Trudgill 2000:35). Bearing in mind 

Trudgill’s study relating to covert and overt prestige, this again gives rise to expectations that 

women will use negative concord in more regions than men. 

Britain is unique in that the characteristics of social class and dialect have a tendency 

not to reflect geographical background in their language use, i.e. social background and class 

are more prominent than that of geographical background. Such is the pressure to conform to 

a social dialect as opposed to a geographical dialect it has been given its own term ‘sociolect’ 

(Hudson 1998:42). As it has already been suggested that women use language closer to the 

standard than men, and given that social factors play a far greater role in the variety of 

language used over the region you are situated in, this leads to the rational that women will 
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use negative concord, a social class marker, with less frequency than men irrespective of 

geographical region and therefore may possess the local accent but not the local dialect.  

The study does not take into consideration the context of the conversational data 

referred to in the BNC, ‘code-switching’, that is to say the process whereby bidialectal or 

bilinqual speakers switch from one dialect or language within a conversation. The first 

consideration must be that of communication, secondly the situation within which the 

conversation takes place. Code-switching would allow women to have one dialect for the 

home and another for social interaction depending on the situation, furthermore this would 

allow women to manipulate the norms governing the use of standard and non-standard 

varieties of dialects (Hudson 1998:53).  

Labov on further examination of Trudgill’s Class and style stratification of (ing) in 

Norwich 1971, showed that women use fewer stigmatized grammatical forms than men. He 

also showed that women are more sensitive to prestige patterns and overt sociolinguistic 

values, “[e]ven when women use the most extreme forms of an advancing sociolinguistic 

variable in their casual speech, they correct more sharply than men in formal contexts” 

(Labov 1991:242-3). Since negation concord is a stigmatized form this study indicates that 

women should statistically use the standard negative form more than men irrespective of their 

dialect although bearing Labov’s research in mind context could add weight to the results.  

Labov continued his research into what has been termed Sex/Prestige patterns, 

formulating two basic principles;  

• in linguistic change from above, women adopt prestige forms at a higher rate than 

men; 

• in linguistic change from below, women use higher frequencies of innovation forms 

than men do (providing they are in vogue). 

Labov has coined the phrase ‘gender paradox’ in explanation of the way in which men and 

women respond to sociolinguistic change. He has shown that women conform at a higher 

frequency than men to sociolinguistic norms providing they are overtly prescribed and 

conform less than men when they are not (Nevalainen 2003: 210-12).  Again this would 

support the previous claims above that women are more likely to adopt a prestigious form of 

negation and use negative concord less than men.  

Anderwald (2002) states that negative concord is present in all dialects defined by the 

BNC, with the exception of Humberside which only has four participants and so could be 

disregarded on the grounds of insufficient data. What Anderwald finds surprising is the 

widely divergent ratios, showing that this grammatical from is not present uniformly. For 
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example, South Midlands record the highest percentage 33.1 and Upper Southwest England 

the lowest at 1.2 percent. This wide distribution of statistical data Anderwald attributes the 

lack of uniform samples from ever social class, since negative concord is considered a “... 

[s]ocial class marker rather than candidate for regional variation” and the participant level for 

various regions in the BNC samples (Anderwald 2002:111). Taking this into consideration the 

results of my study may give an undeterminable conclusion.  

Finally, women within a given geographical dialect area will promote or disregard 

various forms of grammatical change will, as previous research above suggests, depend on 

whether the sociolinguistic norm has infiltrated language discourse in a given area. Given that 

language travels from one region to another through dialect hopping it is likely that overt 

prestige will play a large part in the use of negative concord for every dialect (Nevalainen 

2003:165). Further to this point resent research suggests that it is women who promote 

supralocalization (the spreading of a particular linguistic feature from its origin to a 

neighbouring area. Janet Holmes expands on this suggesting that the success of any feature 

prestige or vernacular specifically depends on the adoption and endorsement by women 

(Nevalainen 2003:112).  

 

4. Method 

The following negative elements were searched for in the British National Corpus web query 

system ‘not nothing’, ‘not anything’, ‘n't nothing’, ‘n't anything’. This corpus is a collection 

of texts (including transcriptions of spoken language) totalling 100,106,008 words. The part I 

have used is the spoken portion, which makes up ten percent of the corpus, of which 4.2 

million words are from non-scripted texts. This section of the corpus includes large amounts 

of unscripted conversations from volunteers selected from different age groups, regions, 

social classes and also divided into gender. Since my investigation was concerned with 

negative concord in relation to gender and region all other parameters such as age and social 

class were disregarded. 

First, the spoken part of the corpus was selected. Then all age groups were indicated in 

the Restrictions for spoken demographic texts, Age of Respondent, so that every group would 

be considered in the search. By implementing this procedure only the non-scripted 

conversation texts are incorporated in the search. The search strings were then individually 

typed into the corpus using the search code for either a double negative, “not” * nothing/<s> 

the non-standard form or the search code for the standard form, “not” * anything/<s> and 



9 
 

“n’t”*nothing/<s> the non-standard form or the search code for the standard form, 

“n’t”*anything/<s>.  

These search strings asked the program to pair the chosen words for example ‘not + 

nothing’ within a single sentence.  This search was then repeated for the four search strings 

given above; –not and n’t (in adjectival function only) + nothing and anything in the same 

sentence. In most cases this produced data containing a true double negative, “[...] Oh now 

I'm definitely not giving you nothing” (KB7 5005). However, it also gave results which 

contained a sentence with the two relevant words but in which the words did not constitute a 

double negation, “Not really no, a lot of work for nothing” (KB7 13821).  

The search was then conducted for the given pairings of words, which resulted in data 

relating to the total number of hits in a given number of texts. Via the sort menu, ‘Download’ 

was selected and searched. Via this menu the results can be further scrutinised by selecting 

categories from the ‘Speaker information’ section. This gives the following options: Age, 

Gender, Social class, First language, Education and Dialect/Accent of the speaker. In my 

study the categories gender and dialect were selected and thereafter downloaded. 

This gave 2,084 examples. The ones that were not relevant, that is to say not negative 

concord were deleted. Some regions/dialects which are included in the BNC are irrelevant to 

the present investigation: Scottish, Welsh, Ireland, European and the West Indian. Such 

examples were thus also deleted, in addition to any example where gender or region was not 

specified. This left 1320 examples with all the relevant data required for this study.   

On comparing the results, it was found that two regions, Merseyside and south 

Midlands, contained only one gender for both searches ‘–n’t’ and ‘not’. No comparison could 

thus be made and these examples were also deleted.  The regions of Humberside and Lower 

south-west England were also deleted on the same grounds but only for the search ‘not’. This 

then left a total sample of 1,258 with which this study has been compiled.   

Due to fact that there is a choice between either using the standard form or the non-

standard form with regard to this linguistic feature the occurrences of negative concord were 

then investigated in this sample and compared with their co-occurrence with the generic 

element (-any). The actual occurrences were then calculated as a percentage of the possible 

occurrence (a maximum of 100 percent for any gender found to be using only the standard 

form) for each gender for every regional variety represented in the BNC.  This result 

compared women’s non-standard percentage with men’s non-standard percentage for a given 

variety of dialect.  
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5. Results 

 The percentages in the following tables are calculated as follow; the total number of hits for 

the non standard form is added to the number of hits for the standard form for an individual 

gender and the total calculated. This total is then compared as a percentage of the total within 

a given gender. The regions are arranged in the tables north to south, east to west.  

 
Table 1 shows the results for ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’ and ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not 
nothing’: percentage of non-standard in relation to standard form according to speaker 
gender within a stated dialect 

Dialect/Gender 
Female 

n't- anything 
not- anything 

Male 
n't - anything 
not- anything 

Female 
n't- nothing 
not-nothing 

Male 
n't/not- nothing 

not-nothing 
central northern 

England 
28 (90.3%) 
 4 (100%) 

8 (100%) 
5 (100%) 

3 (9.7%) 
0 (0.0%) 

0 (0.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

north-east England 29 (69.1%) 
  7 (53.9%) 

5 (62.5%) 
1 (100%) 

13 (31.0%) 
 6 (46.1%) 

 3 (37.5%)  
0 (0.0%) 

northern England 3 (100%) 
2 (100%) 

9 (100%) 
1 (100%) 

0 (0.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

0 (0.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

Lancashire 28 (93.3%) 
11(84.6%) 

9 (90.0%) 
1 (33.3%) 

2 (6.7%) 
  2 (15.4%) 

1 (10.0%) 
2 (66.7%) 

Humberside 5 (100%) 3 (75.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (25.0%) 

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 (92.3%) 

12 (100%) 
  2 (100%) 

1 (1.9%) 
1 (7.7%) 

0 (0.0%) 
  3 (33.3%) 

north-east 
Midlands 

42 (93.3%) 
 8 (100%) 

13 (81.3%) 
 1 (100%) 

3 (6.7%) 
0 (0.0%) 

 3 (18.7%) 
0 (0.0%) 

Midlands  6 (85.7%) 
1 (100%) 

6 (100%) 
1 (100%) 

  1 (14.3%) 
0 (0.0%) 

0 (0.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

upper south-west 
England 

23 (100%) 
  2 (66.7%) 

5 (100%) 
1 (100%) 

0 (0.0%) 
  1 (33.3%) 

0 (0.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

Lower south-west 
England 

32 (88.9%) 7 (70.0%) 4 (11.1%) 3 (30.0%) 

central south-west 
England 

55 (56.1%) 
10 (76.9%) 

16 (88.9%) 
  5 (62.5%) 

43 (43.9%) 
  3 (23.1%) 

2 (11.1%) 
3 (37.5%) 

East Anglia 30 (61.2%) 
  2 (66.7%) 

30 (75.0%) 
  6 (75.0%) 

19 (38.8%) 
  1 (33.3%) 

10 (25.0%) 
  2 (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 (0.0%) 
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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%) 

 
 
 

The results in relation to the searches performed for ‘n't ... anything/nothing’ and ‘not  

... anything/nothing’ in Table 1 above show that women used negative concord with the same 

frequency as men do regionally, using the standard form with a higher percentage than men  

on eleven occasions . For the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’ women used the standard 

form more than men for the following seven regional dialects; north-east England, 

Lancashire, Humberside, north-west Midlands, north-east Midlands, lower south-west 

England and the Home Counties and for the search ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not nothing’ women 

used the standard form more than men in four regional dialects; Lancashire, north-west 

Midlands, central south-west England, and the Home Counties. There were six regions where 

the percentage uses of the standard vs. the non-standard were the same for both genders. For 

the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’, these regional dialects were: northern England and 

upper south-west England and for the search ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not nothing’, the regional 

dialects were central northern England, northern England, north-east Midlands and Midlands.  

If Anderwald’s north-south groupings are considered (2002: 110-113) what becomes 

significant (at least in part) is the fact that women used the standard form equal to, or greater 

than men on seven of the nine searches conducted for the five northern regions (Table 1 

above); leaving only two exceptions, for the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’, that was 

the central northern England and for the search ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not nothing’, north-east 

England. This equates to women using the standard form 77.8 percent of the time in the 

northern regional dialects to the men’s 22.2 percent.  

The mid regions of north-west Midlands, central Midlands, north-east Midlands and 

Midlands show an even distribution of negative concord between the genders while the 

regions to the south show that men use the standard form more than women in six regions 

while women only used the standard form more than men in five, while both genders using 

the standard form equally in the region of upper south-west England. This result also shows 

the exceptional status of the Home Counties whereby both searches showed that women used 

the standard form significantly more than men.   

  The overall frequency of use of the standard form, according to Table 1 for both 

genders is high with the standard form being used 70 percent and above 82.1 percent of the 

time. The lowest use of the standard form recorded at 53.5 percent for females in the region of 
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north-east England and the highest percentage use of 100 percent for both genders on sixteen 

occasions.    

If, however, the regions where negative concord percentage is equal or the response 

total is less than sixteen are disregarded on the grounds of insufficient data, we get a different 

picture. This criterion is calculated by taking the region with the highest number of responses, 

in this case the region of London, which has two hundred and seventy two responses (Table 1) 

and dividing this first by four, the number of searches conducted for each negative element 

i.e. ‘-n’t’, and then by seventeen the number of regional searches included in the results. This 

gives an average of four per response. For the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’, the 

following two regions are excluded on the basis of too low a response: Humberside and 

Midlands, and for the search ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not nothing’, the following four regions are 

excluded for the same reason as above: north-east England, central Midlands, upper south-

west England, and East Anglia.  

 

Table 2 shows the results for ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’ and ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not 
nothing’: percentage of non-standard in relation to standard form according to speaker 
gender within a stated dialect where responses recorded are sixteen or more 

Dialect/Gender 
Female 

n't- anything 
not- anything 

Male 
n't - anything 
not- anything 

Female 
n't- nothing 
not-nothing 

Male 
n't/not- nothing 

not-nothing 
central northern 

England 
28 (90.3%) 8 (100%) 3 (9.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

north-east England 29 (69.1%) 5 (62.5%) 13 (31.0%). 3 (37.5%) 

Lancashire 28 (93.3%) 
11 (84.6%) 

9 (90.0%) 
1 (33.3%) 

2 (6.7%) 
  2 (15.4%) 

1 (10.0%) 
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 (0.0%) 

north-east 
Midlands 

42 (93.3%) 13 (81.3%) 3 (6.7%) 3 (18.7%) 

Lower south-west 
England 

32 (88.9%) 7 (70.0%) 4 (11.1%) 3 (30.0%) 

central south-west 
England 

55 (56.1%) 
10 (76.9%) 

16 (88.9%) 
  5 (62.5%) 

43 (43.9%) 
  3 (23.1%) 

2 (11.1%) 
3 (37.5%) 

East Anglia 30 (61.2%) 30 (75.0%) 19 (38.8%) 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 (0.0%) 
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London 131 (80.9%) 
  33 (73.3%) 

47 (88.7%) 
  9 (75.0%) 

31 (19.1%) 
12 (26.7%) 

 6 (11.32%) 
3 (25.0%) 

 
 

The results show that women used negative concord less than men using the standard 

form on ten occasions (Table 2 above); for the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’, these 

regional dialects were; north-east England, Lancashire, north-west Midlands, north-east 

Midlands, lower south-west England and the Home Counties and for the search ‘not anything’ 

vs. ‘not nothing’, these regional dialects were; Lancashire, north-west Midlands, central 

south-west England and the Home Counties, whilst the men used the standard form in six 

regions more than the women. This equates to females using the standard form 62.5 percent of 

the time to the males 37.5 percent.  

 

6. Discussion  

On first observation, the data obtained from the BNC does not reflect the previously accepted 

research that women use negative concord less than men. However by excluding all regions 

which have a response less than sixteen (which equates to approximately any region with a 

response lower than 6 percent of the maximum response that of London) we get a very 

different picture. Women, for the dialects of England, use the standard form 62.5 percent to 

men’s 37.5 percent regionally. It can only be said that these results characterize what has 

already been suggested by previous research. The study shows that linguistically women 

behave differently across different regions.  

The only consistency which all regions showed with regards to negative concord is 

that negative concord is used within all geographical regions of England represented in the 

BNC as has been shown previously in Yoko Iyeiri’s book Aspects of English Negation 2005.  

What has emerged of interest and something I had not considered prior to this 

investigation of negative concord between the genders is the regional distribution pattern, 

when we consider the gender differences in relation to the north-south divide. It has been 

shown that women speaking a northern dialect use the standard form more than men while the 

reverse in seen in the south with the mid regions showed signs of being a pivot point for the 

two. The fact that women use the standard form in the north more than men could be 

explained by supralocalization.  

We can only speculate why there is such a clear north-south divide. I would suggest 

that this phenomenon may be due to several factors. Firstly, historical records have indicated 

that the process of standardisation started in the south and spread from London in the south 
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and up through the north, London and the Royal Court playing an important role in the 

development of the standard (Nevalainen 2003:162-5). Secondly, since men show reluctance 

to change and women the contrary in relation to linguistic change (Nevalainen 2003:165) 

northern males will not adapt the standard at the same rate as the women. Thirdly, there could 

be more pressure on women to adopt the standard and thus avoid the stigmatization due to the 

double standards of our society, in terms of e.g. promiscuity (Trudgill 2000:73). Lastly, covert 

prestige could be factor in the lower response of men to use the standard form (Trudgill 

2000:74-5).  

The pattern which has emerged with regards to the southern regions, with men using 

the standard more than women may be explained by looking at the individual samples for 

other factors such as age and social background. The results can be explained by two 

alternative theories. The first, that a high proportion of middle to upper class men took part in 

the BNC, as this would produce this type of distribution as explained by Trudgill’s triangle of 

Social and regional dialect variation (Trudgill 2000:30) which states speaker of the higher 

social class as less likely to use localized non-standard forms, the lower the social standing 

the more regional features a speaker is likely to have. The second, that women are setting a 

new trend by using negative concord as an overtly prescribed innovative form (Nevalainen 

2003: 210-12).  To confirm this is out of the scope of this study but is one of the steps worth 

considering should a future investigation be conducted in this field.  

Due to the lack of representation of all social groups and the relatively small number 

of informants within the BNC (spoken sections which are not pre-planned scripted speeches), 

the impact of a single individual can weigh disproportional on the results, e.g. in the region of 

north-east England one female individual contributed thirteen samples for the search ‘-not-

nothing” which was the complete total for that search in this region (KB7)2.       

Within the regional dialects of the Home Counties, the fact that women used the 

standard more than men for ‘–n’t’ and ‘not’ in this study is not unexpected. The Home 

Counties is commonly known as the ‘stock-broker belt’ and is acknowledged to behave 

linguistically different to its surrounding areas, such as London. It is an area accepted to have 

a population which has a higher than average social standing. Taking this into consideration 

this region should follow the patterns established by the previous theories stated above and in 

doing so women would use the standard form of negation more than men. These finding can 

                                                
2 Conversational texts from the BNC: KB7; 940, 0, 4893, 4956, 5243, 6411,6541, 6541,6543, 6575, 8670, 
13201, 13790.   
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be seen as a positive marker for this investigation holding with the findings of Anderwald 

who in her comprehensive study found the Home Counties to an anomaly, behaving 

differently to its neighbouring regions (Anderwald 2002:113). 

Social class is one of the main factors which influences the use of standard and non-

standard forms of speech and so directly effects an investigation of this type. As Anderwald 

(2002) has already discussed, in order for such a study to be water tight in its finding, we must 

have representative samples from every social class for every regional dialect as a whole for it 

to be linguistically representative. This is not the case with the BNC. 

This type of gender investigation is something that warrants expansion: Janet Holmes 

states “... whatever the particular sources of the change, and whether they are regarded as 

vernacular or prestige innovations, women play an important role in establishing changes as 

components of the standard language” (Nevalainen 2003:110). With regards to the above 

study this would benefit by firstly, taking into consideration social class and a further 

parameter of age, secondly, by searching the BNC for all possible signifiers of negative 

concord and thirdly, comparing these results with another corpus. 

 

7. Conclusion  

In conclusion, with regards to the use of negative concord, I have established that all regional 

dialects use negative concord and the results reflect that women use double negation less 

frequently than men do regionally, which is supported by the sociolinguistic theories I have 

used above.  

What has been shown is a clear north-south divide regionally with regards to gender 

use of negative concord. Women use the standard form in the north more than men and they 

use it less than men in the south. Further research into this subject using a larger sample 

taking in to account other variables such as age, social-class and background could explain the 

patterns in this language behaviour and the social dimension which causes it. It should be 

remembered that many sociolinguistics support the theory that it is the women in our society 

who promote and therefore set the society’s standards linguistically.  

From a personal point of view I have learnt from this study into sociolinguistics that 

language can be looked upon as a contorted mirror reflecting traditions, culture and societal 

values. Equality is reflected through language and how far this evenly stretches maybe a 

matter of what part of the country you are born or where you live. So by studying the 

sociolinguistic gender features in our society some of the inequalities which exist can be 

brought to the forefront and dealt with.  



16 
 

 

References 

Primary Sources: 
 
BNC web query system. 1996/98. University of Zurich: English Seminar Corpus Server. Not 

publicly available. 

Secondary Sources: 

Anderwald, Lieselotte. 2002. Negation in Non-standard British English. London: Routledge. 
 
Hudson, Richard A. 1998. Sociolinguistics, Cambridge Textbooks in Linguistics. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Hughes, Arthur and Trudgill, Peter. 1996. English Accents and Dialects, An Introduction to 
social and Regional Varieties of English in the British Isles. London: Arnold Publishers.  

Jespersen, Otto. 1917. Negation in English and Other Languages. Copenhagen: Bianco Lunos 
Bogtrykkeri.  

Labov, William. 1991. Sociolinguistic Patterns. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press.  

Lyeiri, Yoko. 2005. Aspects of English Negation. Philadelphia Yushedo Press Tokyo:  
John Benjamins Publishing Company.  
 
Nevalainen, Terttu and Raumolin-Brunberg, Helena. 2003. Historical Sociolinguistics. 

London:  Longman. 
 
Tannen, Deborah. 2002. You Just Don't Understand: Women and Men in Conversation. 

London: Virago Press Ltd.  
 
Trudgill, Peter. 1974. The social differentiation of English in Norwich. London: Cambridge 

University Press.  

Trudgill, Peter. 1987. Accent, Dialect and The School, Explorations in Language Study. 
London: Edward Arnold (publishers) Ltd. 

Trudgill, Peter. 2000. Sociolinguistics: An Introduction to Language and Society. London: 
Penguin.  
 
Trudgill, Peter. 2003. A Glossary of Sociolinguistics. New York New York: Oxford 

University Press. 

Wakelin, Martyn F. 1977. English Dialects, An Introduction. London: The Athlone Press. 

Electronic Sources: 

Internet Modern History Source Book. http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1644cromwell-
marston.html. Accessed 12th December 2008.  

 



17 
 

Moore, Andrew. 2005. Language and Gender. www.universalteacher.org.uk/lang/gender.htm. 
Accessed 19th November 2008. 

 
Appendix 1 
Individual tables of results for the separate searches conducted: 
 
Appendix A shows the results for the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’: percentage of 
non-standard in relation to standard form according to speaker gender within a stated dialect  

Dialect/Gender 
Female 

n't- anything 
Male 

n't- anything 
Female 

n't- nothing 
Male 

n't- nothing 

central northern 
England 

28 (90.3%) 8 (100%) 3 (9.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

north-east England 29 (69.1%) 5 (62.5%) 13 (31.0%). 3 (37.5%) 

northern England 3 (100%) 9 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Lancashire 28 (93.3%) 9 (90.0%) 2 (6.7%) 1 (10.0%) 

Humberside 5 (100%) 3 (75.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (25.0%) 

north-west 
Midlands 

63 (94.0%) 28 (82.4%) 4 (6.0%) 6 (17.6%) 

central Midlands 52 (98.1%) 12 (100%) 1 (1.9%) 0 (0.0%) 

north-east 
Midlands 

42 (93.3%) 13 (81.3%) 3 (6.7%) 3 (18.7%) 

Midlands 6 (85.7%) 6 (100%) 1 (14.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

upper south-west 
England 

23 (100%) 5 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Lower south-west 
England 

32 (88.9%) 7 (70.0%) 4 (11.1%) 3 (30.0%) 

central south-west 
England 

55 (56.1%) 16 (88.9%) 43 (43.9%) 2 (11.1%) 

East Anglia 30 (61.2%) 30 (75.0%) 19 (38.8%) 10 (25.0%) 

Home Counties 86 (86.9%) 53 (79.1%) 13 (13.1%) 14 (20.9%) 

London 131 (80.9%) 47 (88.7%) 31 (19.1%) 6 (11.32%) 
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Appendix B shows the results for the search ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not nothing’: percentage of 
non-standard in relation to standard form according to speaker gender within a stated dialect 

Dialect/Gender Female 
not- anything 

Male 
not- anything 

Female 
not- nothing 

Male 
not- nothing 

central northern 
England 4 (100%) 5 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

north-east 
England 7 (53.9%) 1 (100%) 6 (46.1%) 0 (0.0%) 

northern England 2 (100%) 1 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Lancashire 11 (84.6%) 1 (33.3%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (66.7%) 

north-west 
Midlands 10 (90.9%) 6 (66.7%) 1 (9.1%) 3 (33.3%) 

central Midlands 12 (92.3%) 2 (100%) 1 (7.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

north-east 
Midlands 8 (100%) 1 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

Midlands 1 (100%) 1 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

upper south-west 
England 2 (66.7%) 1 (100%) 1 (33.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

central south-
west England 10 (76.9%) 5 (62.5%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (37.5%) 

East Anglia 2 (66.7%) 6 (75%) 1 (33.3%) 2 (25.0%) 

Home Counties 16 (100%) 8 (72.7%) 3 (27.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

London 33 (73.3%) 9 (75.0%) 12 (26.7%) 3 (25.0%) 
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Appendix C shows the results for the search ‘n’t anything’ vs. ‘n’t nothing’: percentage of 
non-standard in relation to standard form according to speaker gender within a stated dialect 
where responses recorded are sixteen or more 

Dialect/Gender 
Female 

n't- anything 
Male 

n't- anything 
Female 

n't- nothing 
Male 

n't- nothing 

central northern 
England 

28 (90.3%) 8 (100%) 3 (9.7%) 0 (0.0%) 

north-east England 29 (69.1%) 5 (62.5%) 13 (31.0%). 3 (37.5%) 

Lancashire 28 (93.3%) 9 (90.0%) 2 (6.7%) 1 (10.0%) 

north-west 
Midlands 

63 (94.0%) 28 (82.4%) 4 (6.0%) 6 (17.6%) 

central Midlands 52 (98.1%) 12 (100%) 1 (1.9%) 0 (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 (70.0%) 4 (11.1%) 3 (30.0%) 

central south-west 
England 

55 (56.1%) 16 (88.9%) 43 (43.9%) 2 (11.1%) 

East Anglia 30 (61.2%) 30 (75.0%) 19 (38.8%) 10 (25.0%) 

Home Counties 86 (86.9%) 53 (79.1%) 13 (13.1%) 14 (20.9%) 

London 131 (80.9%) 47 (88.7%) 31 (19.1%) 6 (11.32%) 
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Appendix D shows the results for the search ‘not anything’ vs. ‘not nothing’: percentage of 
non-standard in relation to standard form according to speaker gender within a stated dialect 
where responses recorded are sixteen or more 

Dialect/Gender 
Female 

not- anything 
Male 

not- anything 
Female 

not- nothing 
Male 

not- nothing 

Lancashire 11 (84.6%) 1 (33.3%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (66.7%) 

north-west 
Midlands 

10 (90.9%) 6 (66.7%) 1 (9.1%) 3 (33.3%) 

central south-west 
England 

10 (76.9%) 5 (62.5%) 3 (23.1%) 3 (37.5%) 

Home Counties 16 (100%) 8 (72.7%) 3 (27.3%) 0 (0.0%) 

London 33 (73.3%) 9 (75.0%) 12 (26.7%) 3 (25.0%) 

 

 
 

 


