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1. Introduction 
 

There are two types of indeterminates in Korean; amwu and nwukwu. The interpretation of these 

indeterminates may vary depending on what focus particle they appear with, as shown in (1), (2), and 

(3). When the focus particle -to is attached to the indeterminates, they both behave like negative sensitive 

items (NSIs): They can be licensed only under the strong negative contexts (e.g., Zwarts 1998), as in (1). 

 

(1)  a. Ku-nun  amwu-to  *(an)  cohahay.        b. Ku-nun  nwukwu-to   *(an)  cohahay. 

      he-TOP   amwu-TO   NEG  like              he-TOP   nwukwu-TO    NEG  like 

‘He does not like anyone.’                   ‘He does not like anyone.’ 

(2)  a. Ku-nun amwu-na/*to  mannan kes.katha.    b. Ku-nun  nwukwu-na/*to mannan kes.katha. 

he-TOP  amwu-NA/TO   meet    might         he-TOP   nwukwu-NA/TO  meet    might 

‘He mightEPIS meet anyone.’                  ‘He mightEPIS meet anyone.’ 

(3)  a. Ku-ka    amwu-lato/*to  mannass-ni?      b. Ku-ka   nwukwu-lato/*to   mannass-ni? 

he-NOM  amwu-LATO/TO  met-Q             he-TOP   nwukwu-LATO/TO   met-Q 

‘Did he meet anyone?’                      ‘Did he meet anyone?’ 

 

The two indeterminates seem to convey similar meanings as evidenced by the similarity in their 

distribution. But there is an instance where the distribution differs, as in (6). (5) and (6) are all a response 

to the question (4). As shown in (6), anwuto can be used as a fragment answer preceded by a polarity 

particle (a result of clausal ellipsis), while nwukwuto cannot. The asymmetry in (6) is rather surprising 

when compared to the symmetry shown in the non-elliptical responses in (5). 

 

(4)  Hoya-ka     nwukwu-l      cohaha-ni?        

    Hoya-NOM   someone-ACC   like-Q  

  ‘Does Hoya like someone?’  

(5)  a. Ani,  (ku-nun)  amwuto *(an)  cohahay.   b. Ani, (ku-nun)  nwukwuto *(an)  cohahay. 

      No    he-TOP   NSI       NEG like         No  he-TOP   NSI         NEG  like 

      ‘No, he does not like anyone.’               ‘No, he does not like anyone.’   

(6)  a. Ani,   amwuto.                        b. *Ani ,  nwukwuto. 

      No,   NSI                                No,    NSI 

 

In this paper, we account for the asymmetry in (6) focusing on the following aspects:    

 

 (i)   the structure of the response sentences in Korean involve the multiple neg-related heads, 

 (ii)  amuwto and nwukwuto are licensed by two different neg-related heads at narrow syntax (NS), 

 (iii) the difference between the two heads involves (light) negation, and 

 (iv)  the identity condition in (6) can be explained through a variant of the derivational approach to      

     ellipsis. 
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2. Previous Analyses on the Two Different Indeterminates 

2.1. Semantic Differences between nwukwu and amwu 
 

Choi (2007) shows that amwu cannot be licensed under the modal context when they appear with 

the focus particle -to, while wh-indefinite-based indeterminates can, as in (7a). According to Choi, what 

causes this asymmetry is the semantic difference between the two; nwukwu is a wh-indefinites that does 

not trigger domain widening, while amwu is a domain widening indefinite (cf. Giannkidou & Yoon 2015).  

 

(7)  a. John-un    nwukwu-to/*amwu-to    manna-l.swu.iss-ta. 

John-TOP   wh-TO/amwu-TO        meet-can- DECL 

‘(int.) John can meet anyone.’       (Choi 2007, adapted) 

 b. John-un    nwukwu-to/amwu-to     manna-l.swu.eps-ta. 

John-TOP   wh-TO/amwu-TO        meet-cannot- DECL 

‘(int.) John cannot meet anyone.’   

 

However, negative expressions seem to nullify the semantic difference regarding domain widening 

in (7a), as the asymmetry is not maintained with negative expressions in (7b). Since the elided parts in 

(6) also contain negative expressions, the asymmetry in (6) cannot be attributed to the difference in 

domain widening. 

Kim & Kaufmann (2006), focusing on the focus particle -na, argue that nwukwu is an indefinite, 

therefore, is more sensitive to the existential closure than amwu. Given this, nwukwuto may need to stay 

in the domain of existential closure for it to be interpreted as an NSI (cf. Ladusaw 1992). Then, if our 

target sentence involves a movement of NSIs out of the ellipsis site (as we assume), (6b) could be ruled 

out since nwukwu is outside the domain of existential closure (e.g., TP/vP; Diesing 1992, etc.). 

However, given the assumption that way ‘why’ in Korean is based generated in the low(est) position 

of CP-layer (Ko 2005, 2006), (8) shows that both NSIs can be extracted out of the existential closure 

domain. 

 

(8)   Amwuto/nwukwuto   way    hakkyo-ey    an    ka-ss-ni? 

     NSI                why    sc hool-DAT   NEG   go-PST-Q 

     ‘(lit.) why didn’t anyone go to school?’ 

 
2.2. Negative Concord Items vs. Negative Polarity Items 

 

Amwuto and Nwukwuto has been observed to show distributional asymmetries as fragment answers, 

as in (9). According to Watanabe (2004), NCIs can be used as fragment answers because they convey 

negative force on their own in Japanese. Given this, one might argue that the unexpected asymmetry in 

(9b) results from the fact that amwuto is an NCI, while nwukwuto is not, and thus, only the former can 

be an appropriate fragment answer.  

 

(9) a.  Q:  Hoya-ka    nwukwu-l  mannass-ni?     b. A:  Amwuto/*Nwukwuto 

Hoya-NOM  who-ACC   met-Q                NSI                     

         ‘Who did Hoya meet?’                        (int.) ‘no one’   

(Giannakidou & Yoon 2015) 

 

This approach has non-trivial problems: First, in Watanabe’s approach, wh-elements combined with 

mo, corresponding to Korean focus particle -to in (9), can function as NCIs. If so, nwukwuto which can 

be analyzed as a word composed of a wh-element nwukwu ‘who’ and its following focus particle -to, is 

expected to be an NCI, and thus, can be a legitimate fragment answer in (9), contrary to fact. Second, 

not only amwuto but also nwukwuto pass NC-criteria discussed in Watanabe (2004), as shown in (10) 

and (11). In sum, we cannot simply attribute the asymmetry in (6) to one being an NCI, while the other 

is an NPI. 
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(10)  Subject position test (Watanabe 2004) 

Amwuto/nwukwuto   Hoya-lul   an    mannassta.    

     NSI               Hoya-ACC  NEG   met                   

     ‘Hoya did not meet anyone.’   

(11)  Clause-boundness test (Watanabe 2004) 

     *Na-nun  [CP Jon-i      amwu/nwukwu-to  cohahan-ta-ko]  malhaci   anh-ass-ta. 

     I-TOP       John-NOM  NSI             like-DECL-COMP say       not-PAST-DECL 

     ‘(lit.) I did not say that John liked anyone.’ 

 

So far, we have briefly overviewed some previous attempts to explain the difference in the distribu-

tion between amwuto and nwukwuto. Based on this, we can conclude that the aforementioned possible 

semantic approaches cannot capture their behavioral disparity. In what follows, we propose a syntactic 

analysis for capturing the behavioral difference between the two NSIs in question focusing the following 

aspects: 

 

(12)  a. the structure of the polarity question/answer sentences in Korean 

     b. the relationship between NSI licensing and the displaced position of the NSIs 

 
3. The Structure of Response Sentences in Korean 

3.1. Multiple Neg-related Heads in Korean and NSI Licensing 
 

In order to account for the asymmetry illustrated in (6), we propose that (at least) response sentences 

in Korean has the following structure.  

 

(13)  Pol<same/reverse, u[α]POL> [ … Σ1<i[α]POL>  [FocP … [XP … Σ2<i[α]POL-light>    [TP … NEG<u[α]POL>  …]]]] 

 AGREE             AGREE                AGREE 

 

Following Authier (2013), we assume that polarity particles are the realizations of the Pol head. The Pol 

head bears both the <same/reverse> feature and the <u[ ]POL> feature. The value of the latter feature is 

solely determined by whether the Pol head comes to have the <same> value or the <reverse> value, 

adopting the truth-based system.1 Which of the two the head can contain is anchored to the POL value 

of its preceding question sentence. The structure in (13) has two interpretable neg-related heads, namely 

Σ1 and Σ2 (cf. Kramer & Rawlins 2009; Holmberg 2013). Σ1 is located above FocP and bears a regular 

polarity variable. On the other hand, Σ2 located between FocP and TP is designated for a light polarity 

(Ladusaw 1979; Schwarz and Bhatt 2004). TP contains the NEG head bearing uninterpretable POL value. 

Adopting Gribanova (2017), we assume that this head is responsible for the morphological realization 

of the negative marker for the short form negation in Korean and it does not convey any negative mean-

ing. In order to account for how polarity-related heads in (13) are valued, we adopt Deal’s (2009) AGREE 

system inspired by Pesetsky and Torrego (2007). When TP is completed, the POL value of the NEG head 

is unvalued. As soon as Σ2 is introduced into the derivation, Σ2 and NEG establish an AGREE relation. A 

noteworthy point is that even though these two heads have established an AGREE relation, their POL 

values remain unvalued. When Σ1 merges with FocP, it AGREEs with the Pol head. At this point of the 

derivation, they contain unvalued POL value. When the Pol head containing the value of the POL feature, 

Pol, Σ1, Σ2, and NEG form an AGREE chain, and these heads all share the same POL value (i.e., [+]: af-

firmative, [-]: negative). Given this, we can explain (4) and (5) as illustrated in (14) and (15) respectively.  

1 Recently, it has been brought into light that the characteristics of both the truth-based system and the polarity-

based system are observed in most languages (Kramer & Rawlins 2009; Authier 2013; Roelfosen & Farkas 2015; 

Holmberg 2013, etc.). However, Korean always follows the truth-based pattern when short form negation is used 

(Wee 2019; cf. Kim 2017). This paper only deals with short form negation, and thus adopts the truth-based system 

without discussion. The difference between short form negation and long form negation will not be discussed in this 

paper.     
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(14) Q: … Pol<_, u[+]POL>  Σ1<i[+]POL> … [XP… Σ2<i[+]POL-light> [TP H.-ka  NEG <u[+]POL> [vP nwukwu-lul  cohaha]-T]-ni?  

                 AGREE      AGREE                AGREE 

  

(15)A: Pol<reverse>, u[-]POL> Σ1<i[-]POL>…  [XP Σ2<i[-]POL-light> [TP H.-ka  NEG <u[-]POL> [vP amwuto/nukwuto cohaha]-T]-y]. 

                           AGREE         AGREE            AGREE         

 

As previously mentioned, we follow the truth-based system for short form negation in Korean (see foot-

note 2). When the Pol head involves the <same> feature in the response sentence, it is realized as ung 

no matter what the value of <u[ ]POL> in the question is. With ung, the value of <u[ ]POL> in the response 

must get the same value as the one in the question. On the other hand, if the Pol head comes to bear the 

<reverse> feature in the response sentence, it is realized as ani regardless of whether the value of 

<u[ ]POL> in the question is positive or negative. With ani, the value of <u[ ]POL> in the response sen-

tence must have the opposite value of the one in the question. The sentences in (14) and (15) illustrate 

the latter case. That is, due to the fact that the Pol head in (15) bears <reverse> feature, it is realized as 

ani, and its POL value should be negative. The AGREE chain, which was made in the course of derivation, 

makes the Pol, Σ1, Σ2, and NEG heads all get the identical value – negative here. Since NEG head comes 

to bear the negative POL feature, it is realized as the negation expression an. 

    If the polarity particle is realized as ung ‘yes’, another possible answer to the question (4), NSIs 

cannot be allowed since the POL value of the Neg head is positive, and thus, the negation expression an 

cannot be realized, as shown in (16).  

 

(16) a. Ung,  ( ku-nun)  amwuto/nwukwuto  (* an)    coha-hay. 

      Yes     he-TOP  NSI                NEG  like-DO.DEC 

      (Intended)‘Yes, he likes someone’ 

b. Pol<same>, u[+]POL> Σ1<i[+]POL>…[XP Σ2<i[+]POL-light> [TP ku-num  NEG <u[+]POL> [vP amwuto/nukwuto cohaha]-T]-y]. 

                           AGREE         AGREE            AGREE         

  

In (15), the two NSIs are licensed properly. This is expected as they are inside vP and are c-com-

manded by all the polarity-related heads. To explain the asymmetry in (6a) and (6b), we further propose 

that amwuto and nwukwuto must be c-commanded by different licensors at NS (cf. den Dikken et al. 

2000). The licensor of the former is Σ1, while that of the latter is Σ2. This is illustrated in (17).  

                                            √LICENSING            √LICENSING 

(17) Pol<reverse, u[-]POL> Σ1<i[-]POL>…  [XP Σ2<i[-]POL-light> [TP H.-ka  NEG <u[-]POL> [vP amwuto/nukwuto cohaha]-T]-y]. 

                     AGREE         AGREE            AGREE         

 

Given the assumption that the landing site for the remnants in (6a) and (6b) is [Spec, FocP] and the 

ellipsis site is the complement of Foc (see Merchant 2004), the sentences in (6a) and (6b) can be repre-

sented as follows: 

*LICENSING  *LICENSING 

√LICENSING  

(18) Pol<reverse, u[-]POL> Σ1<i[-]POL> [FocP amwuto1/nwukwuto1[XP Σ2 i[-]POL-light [TP H.-ka NEG<u[-]POL> [vP  t1 cohaha]…] ... 

                              (6a)    (6b) 

                             

 

In (18), the displaced NSIs are located higher than Σ2, but lower than Σ1. Therefore, the latter fails to c-

command nwukwuto, and thus, nwukwuto cannot be licensed by it. Even though Σ1 c-commands 

nwukwuto, it cannot be used as Σ1 is not the appropriate licensor of nwukwuto. On the other hand, am-

wuto is c-commanded by its appropriate licensor Σ1, even in its displaced position. 

  This analysis successfully explains the asymmetry in their syntactic behavior between amwuto and 

nwukwuto in clausal ellipsis. One might ask whether amwuto and nwukwuto can be licensed in their in-

situ position first and then move to the landing site out of the ellipsis site. If this were possible, then it 

would erroneously predict that there should be no grammatical contrast between (6a) and (6b). We reject 
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this possibility, as we adopt the derivational approach to ellipsis, whereby ellipsis occurs in the course 

of derivation, which will be discussed in detail in the next section. What is important at this point is that 

XP ellipsis occurs when Foc, the complement of elided phrase, is introduced into the derivation. This 

means that when nwukwuto is inside the domain of Σ2, its value of the POL feature is not determined, 

and thus, it cannot license the NSI. Recall that the POL value is not determined until the Pol head is 

introduced into the derivation. 

     

3.2. Derivational Approach to Ellipsis and the Identity Condition 
 

It is widely assumed that in order for the elision of a constituent to be licensed, the identity condition 

must be satisfied. That is, the elided constituent (EC) and its antecedent constituent (AC) must be iden-

tical in some way. We argued that the sentence in (6) is derived through movement of the remnant and 

deletion. A question that arises here is how the AC and the EC in question meet the identity requirement 

even though the POL values of all the polarity-related heads in the question sentence are positive, while 

that in the answer sentence is negative (see Merchant 2013). In order to account for this puzzle, we adopt 

Park’s (2017) derivational approach to ellipsis. 

Baltin (2012) first proposes that ellipsis occurs in the course of derivation. In this analysis, the eli-

sion of XP occurs as soon as XP that deletes merges with its sister head, and what is elided are formal 

or syntactic features of lexical items inside the ellipsis site. A consequence of this is that the elements 

which fail to be located outside the ellipsis site cannot participate in further formal operations, such as 

Agree or Move. Meanwhile, Aelbrecht (2010) argues that ellipsis occurs when the licensor head and a 

head containing the E-feature enter into an Agree relation. To be specific, when such Agree occurs, the 

complement of the head bearing the E-feature is spelled-out, and transferred elements are elided at PF. 

This expects the same consequence as Baltin’s approach does – since elements that cannot escape from 

the ellipsis site at the point of ellipsis are not visible for further syntactic operations, due to the Phase 

Impenetrability Condition. 

However, Park (2017), inspired by Abels (2012), argues that such frozen effects are too strong, in 

that there are cases where elided elements, which is phonologically null as a result of ellipsis, seem to 

be able to be located higher than pronounced elements outside the ellipsis site. That is, elided elements 

can take part in further formal operations that occur after ellipsis. He proposes that this is possible be-

cause (i) the elision of XP occurs as soon as all the featural requirements of the licensor of XP ellipsis 

are satisfied, and (ii) ellipsis deprives lexical items inside the ellipsis site of their phonological feature 

matrices at narrow syntax, but preserves their formal feature matrices. As a result, elided elements can 

participate in further formal operations. For more information, we refer the reader to Park (2017) and 

Abels (2012). 

Given this, how the seemingly different constituents in (6a) and (6b) satisfies the identity condition 

can be illustrated as follows: 

 

(19) a.                       [XP… Σ2< i[  ]POL-light> [TP H.-ka  NEG<u[  ]POL>  [vP  NSI  cohaha] …] … 

                     
AGREE 

 

    b.                  [FocP  NSI1 [XP…Σ2< i[  ]POL-light> [TP H.-ka  NEG<u[  ]POL>  [vP   t1  cohaha] …]] … 

 

    

c.        Σ1<i[  ]POL>… [FocP NSI1 [XP…Σ2<i[  ]POL-light >  [TP H.-ka  NEG<u[  ]POL>  [vP   t1  cohaha] …]] … 

                       
AGREE

                            
AGREE 

     

d. Ani<reverse, u[-]POL> Σ1<i[-]POL>…[FocP NSI1 [XP…Σ2<i[-]POL-light> [TP H.-ka  NEG<u[-]POL>   [vP   t1  cohaha]…]] … 

                
AGREE            AGREE                           AGREE  

 

In (19a), when Σ2 merges with TP, it establishes an AGREE relation with NEG, However, neither head 

contains POL value, they remain unvalued. When Foc enters the derivation, the NSI moves to [Spec, 

FocP], and subsequently, XP is elided as illustrated in (19b). Note that since the Foc has one featural 
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requirement that focused elements are attracted to [Spec, FocP], XP is elided as soon as FocP is com-

pleted. We suggest that at the point of ellipsis, the identity condition is satisfied. This is because unvalued 

POL features in the EC are underspecified, or open ones, and thus, they are non-distinctive from the 

valued counterparts in the AC for the sake of the identity requirement (cf. Holmberg 2013). Then, fol-

lowing Park (2017), all the phonological feature matrices of items inside XP are removed, and thus, they 

cannot be pronounced at PF. However, they are still visible for further formal operations as long as they 

obey the PIC.2 Thus, as in (19c), as soon as Σ1 enters the derivation, it can establish an AGREE relation 

with Σ2. Once Pol head is introduced into the derivation, it AGREEs with Σ1, and due to the already 

generated AGREE chain, all the POL features of the polarity-related heads can get valued, as shown in 

(19d). 

 

4. Two NSIs and Two Different Licensors 

4.1. Issues on Two Interpretable Σs 
 

We have discussed that there are two distinct interpretable Σs in response sentences with short form 

negation in Korean. But, this raises one crucial question: How a sentence with the two distinct interpret-

able Σs are interpreted through AGREE? With regard to this, two dominant views, as follows, have been 

discussed: 

 

(20)  a. Double Negation (Holmberg 2013, etc.) 

b. Negative concord (Kramer & Rawlins 2009, etc., cf. Authier 2013; Roelofsen & Farkas 2015)  

 

However, neither views are appropriate to our target sentences. In favor of (20a), if the sentences with 

two negative-valued Σs would AGREE in terms of double negation, they should convey a positive inter-

pretation. The fact that the sentences in (5) and (6) do not convey a positive meaning indicates that those 

sentences are not interpreted in the same way Double Negation are. If we suppose that the AGREE chain 

gives rise to a Concord relation in lines with (20b), it would suggest that Σ1 and Σ2 are semantically 

identical. However, if this is the case, then it would be hard to explain why each NSI must be bound by 

a different licensor.  

 

4.2. Light Negation  
 

To avoid the issues discussed in the previous section, we propose that negative-valued Σ1 is plain 

negation, while negative-valued Σ2 in Korean is light negation. Light negation was first proposed to 

explain cases like (21).  

 

(21)  a. *I am happy that you didn’t see something.    

b. I am surprised that you didn’t see something.  (Zeijlstra 2012, (10)) 

 

Given the widely accepted fact that something is a positive polarity item (PPI), it cannot be in the 

scope of negation, as shown in (21a). Surprisingly, however, (21b) is acceptable even though the nega-

tive marker not is in an NPI licensing context. To explain this, Ladusaw (1979) argues that not in (21b) 

is not a plain negative marker, but its homophony, dubbed light negation, which shows the following 

properties:3 

2 According to Han et al. (2007), (short form) negation in Korean is located between a functional phrase, which is 

equivalent to vP and VP. According to Chomsky (2000), Σ2 and NEG cannot enter an AGREE relation. However, we 

adopt Chomsky’s (2001) weaker version of the PIC here. This makes NEG visible for AGREE when Σ2 is introduced 

into the derivation. 
3 Szabolcsi (2004) argues that (21b) is rescued since something here is converted to an NPI. Given the assumption 

that the some NPI and PPI share the same morphological base, she proposes that in some contexts, an NPI can be 

licensed despite its morphological form is realized as the PPI counterpart. In this paper, we do not pursue this idea 

more thoroughly, since the NPI/PPI distinction in Korean is heavily dependent on the combinatorial properties be-

tween the indeterminates and the various focus particles, as widely discussed (Choi 2007, among many others). 
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(22)  a. Light negation is an instance of NPI; it should be licensed under NPI licensing contexts. 

b. Its negative force is light, enough to tolerate the PPIs in its immediate scope. 

(22a) can explain why the light negation can be licensed in (21b): unlike the veridical emotive predicate 

happy in (21a), the adversative predicate surprise in (21b) can constitute a proper NPI licensing context 

in the embedded clause. (22b) can explain why PPIs are allowed in (21b).4  

In this line, we propose that Σ2 with the negative POL value is light negation in Korean, and it is 

licensed in NPI licensing contexts as schematized in (23). 

 

(23)  … [ … Σ1<i[-]POL>  [FocP … [XP … Σ2<i[-]light-neg>    [TP … NEG<u[-]POL>  …]]]] 

                                
NPI-LICENSING

                     
AGREE  

 

(23) brings some theoretical points: First, as shown in (23), the AGREE relation between Σ1 and Σ2 

is motivated by NPI-licensing. This explains why the AGREE relation between the negative valued Σ1 

and Σ2 is not a concord relation. It also explains why double negation does not occur – while Σ1 and Σ2 

are distinct interpretable Σs, negative force of Σ2 is dependent on Σ1.  

Second, our proposal departs from the previous idea that there are two types of homophonous neg-

ative expression – one with negative interpretation and the other without it (Ladusaw 1979; Schwarz & 

Bhatt 2006; cf. Zeijlstra 2012). We propose that the realization of short form negation an is solely deter-

mined by the POL value of Σ2; If the value is positive, an is not realized. If it is negative, an must be 

realized. Then how do we get the different interpretations? Whether a sentence with short form negation 

convey negative meaning or not is determined by the value of Σ1, the polarity-related head c-commanding 

Σ2. To clarify this point, let us see the following examples (24). In a declarative sentence, PPI, mwues-ul 

cannot be used when an is present, as in (24a). This suggests the plain negative force is conveyed in 

(24a), and the presence of the negative marker an is a reflection of the negative force. However, when a 

biased question marker -ci is used as in (24b), mwues-ul can be used and it is interpreted as if it were an 

NPI.5 

 

(24) a. *Hoya-ka      mwues-ul      an    mek-ess-ta. 

       Hoya.-NOM   something-ACC  NEG   eat-PAST-DECL 

      ‘*Hoya didn’t eat something/*Hoya didn’t eat anything.’  

b. Hoya-ka     mwues-ul        an      mek-ess-ci?  

Hoya-NOM   something-ACC    NEG     eat-PAST-Q    

 ‘(lit.) Did Hoya not eat something?’  

‘(Int.) Hoya did not eat anything, right? (with a speaker’s weak commitment).’ 

                                             

In Korean, the -ci marker conveys a speaker’s weak commitment on its prejacent (p). In this sense, 

when -ci is used with a rising intonation (↑ in the sense of Davis 2009), a biased question is produced, 

as shown in (25).  

 

(25) a. Hoya-ka    an   ttena-ss-ci?     ‘Polar Q with a speaker’s weak commitment that  

      Hoya.-NOM NEG leave-PAST-Q     Hoya did not leave.’: biased on ~p 

    b. Hoya-ka    ttena-ss-ci?         ‘Polar Q with a speaker’s commitment that 

      Hoya.-NOM leave-PAST-Q         Hoya left.’ : biased on p 

 

What (25) suggests is that -ci has the widest scope, and thus the negative marker should be involved 

with the prejacent.6 Given this, what the contrast in (24) shows is that when a question marker is used 

instead of the declarative one, the PPI can appear in the sentence despite the realization of an. 

4 Admittedly, (22b) is somewhat controversial; the meaning of light negation is not clear-cut since [~LIGHT something]

is still interpreted as nothing (Schwarz & Bhatt 2006; Zeijlstra 2012). Nevertheless, it is hard to deny that (22b) is

still a viable option to explain why the PPI can appear in the embedded clause. 
5 With a strong focus intonation, muwes-ul in (24b) can denote a specific individual. But we ignore this kind of 

interpretation because the nature of PPIs/NPIs is beyond the scope of our discussion at this point.  
6 Here, we also ignore the expletive negations in Korean (e.g., Yoon 2013).  
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Our analysis can account for the contrast in (24) by arguing that in some situations Σ1 is able to 

license Σ2 as a light negation, even though POL value of Σ1 itself is not a plain negation. Let us first visit 

(24a). (24a) can be represented as (26) based on the structure discussed in (23). Here, the realization of 

an indicates that the NEG is valued [-] due to Σ2 through AGREE. As a light negation, Σ2 should be licensed 

by a proper NPI licensor, and in this structure, Σ1 licenses the light negation. This generally means that 

Σ1 is valued [-], which is the case here. Thus, even though Σ2 is a light negation, the PPI is still under the 

local domain of a plain negative Σ1, hence (24a) is ungrammatical. What is important here is that the 

plain negative interpretation of this sentence stems not from Σ2 but from Σ1 (through the Pol head). (24b), 

on the other hand, allows a different feature specification of Σ1 as illustrated in (27). 

 

(26) (24a): Pol<… , u[-]POL> …   Σ1<i[-]POL>   …   Σ2<i[-]POL-light>  …   NEG<u[-]POL>   …   
*PPI 

(27) (24b):  Q        …    Σ1<affective>  …    Σ2<i[-]POL-light>   …   NEG <u[-]POL>    …  okPPI 

 

With a proviso that the sentential type affects the POL value of the Pol head (Roelofsen & Farkas 2015), 

suppose that Σ1 has an AGREE relation with the question operator. Then, Σ1 receives the affective value 

by the question operator (Σ1<affective>). Since question environments can constitute an NPI-licensing 

context (Ladusaw 1979), even though the POL value of Σ1 itself is not a plain negation, it is able to license 

Σ2 as a light negation. When Σ2 receives the negative POL value this way, NEG also receives negative 

valuation via AGREE, and an is realized. As a result, even though an is realize, neither Σ1 nor Σ2 are plain 

negations, which makes the sentence in (24b) with the PPI object acceptable. 

 

5. Theoretical Implications on Light Negation 
 

Our analysis also provides some novel theoretical points in favor of the presence of light negation. 

Zejlistra (2012) points out that light negation should be dispensed with since its homophony nature is 

too arbitrary. However, our analysis shows that the presence of light negation has nothing to do with 

homophony. Rather, the contrast in (24) clearly shows how the light property of Σ2 emerges when Σ1 

does not convey a plain negative force.  

Moreover, our analysis reveals one interesting point regarding the meaning of the light negation (cf. 

Schwarz & Bhatt 2006). Previously, we have proposed that question operator may affect the licensing 

of light negation via an AGREE relation with Σ1. However, not all question operators license light nega-

tion. (28) is an interrogative with a regular question marker -ni. Together with short form negation, it is 

only interpreted as a typical information seeking question. Since such a question context theoretically 

constitutes an NPI-licensing context (van Rooy 2003; Guerzoni 2004), (28) is predicted to have the 

structure like (27). However, the PPI cannot be used at all in this situation. 

 

(28)  #Hoya-ka     mwues-ul        an      mek-ess-ni?   

   Hoya-NOM   something-ACC    NEG     eat-PAST-Q    

 ‘(int) *Did Hoya not eat anything?’  

 

    The crucial difference between (28) and (24b) is that a short form negative question with the -ni 

marker never allows biased readings in Korean, as shown in (29) (see also Wee 2019, etc.). The asym-

metry between (28) and (24b) suggests that the negative biased commitment plays a crucial role in li-

censing light negation. 

 

(29)  a. Hoya-ka     Yumi-ul     an      manna-ss-ni?   

Hoya-NOM   Yumi-ACC   NEG    meet-PAST-Q   

‘Did Hoya not meet Yumi? without any speaker’s commitment.’   

     b. Hoya-ka     Yumi-ul     an      manna-ss-ci?   

Hoya-NOM   Yumi-ACC   NEG    meet-PAST-Q   

‘Did Hoya not meet Yumi? with the speaker’s commitment that Hoya did not meet Yumi.’  

 

Then is -ci responsible for the negative bias reading? As mentioned above, -ci conveys the speaker’s 

weak commitment on the prejacent. This means that when the speaker utters (24b), it conveys the fol-

lowing commitment. 
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(30) The speaker weakly commits to the notion that Hoya did not eat anything. 

 

However, -ci by itself does not force negative bias reading. Sentences like (31a) are also fine, as 

some NPI-licensing contexts does not necessary force the use of the NPIs in their scope. Thus, unlike 

the case where Σ1 is negatively valued, Σ2 in (28b) can get the positive value and as a result, an is not 

realized. In this case, the speaker is committed to the positive prejacent as described in (31c). Given all 

this, what (24b) and (31) show is that -ci alone does not force negative bias reading. 

 

(31)  a. Hoya-ka     mwues-ul         mek-ess-ci?  

Hoya-NOM   something-ACC     eat-PAST-Q    

 ‘(lit.) Did Hoya eat something?’  

b.  Q        …    Σ1<affective>  …    Σ2<i[+]POL-light>   …    NEG <u[+]POL>   …  okPPI 

     c. The speaker weakly commits that Hoya ate something. 

 

Then what is responsible for the negative bias reading in (24b)? It is fairly well-established in the 

literature that the use of minimizers in a positive question brings a negative bias reading (van Rooy 2003; 

Guerzoni 2004).7 And most explanations of (32) concur that the negative bias in (32) stems from the 

fact that minimizers, such as a finger, are NPIs. 

 

(32)  Did John lift a finger? “implies the speaker’s bias that John did not lift a finger.” 

 

 In this vein, we propose that as an NPI, the meaning of light negation is similar to that of a mini-

mizer (cf. Schwarz & Bhatt 2006; Zeijlstra 2012). Just like (32), the structure in (33) can explain how 

the negative bias meaning is conveyed in (24b). 

 

(33) Q <-ci/*-ni>   …    Σ1<affective>  …    Σ2<i[-]POL-light>: MINIMIZER   …    NEG <u[-]POL>   … 

 

Moreover, it can provide a new perspective on the infelicity of (28). Suppose that the structure like 

(33) is built for the use of a PPI. Still, (33) would yield the negative bias meaning due to the presence of 

light negation. However, if -ni is selected over -ci, the intended bias meaning cannot be expressed, which 

causes the sentence to be infelicitous. 

 

6. Concluding Remarks 
 

In this paper, we argued that Korean NSIs amwuto and nwukwuto are licensed by different polarity-

related head. The former is licensed by Σ1 with the negative POL value, while the latter is by light negation 

(Σ2 with the negative POL value). Additionally, we proposed that the derivational approach to ellipsis can 

account for how seemingly non-identical antecedent and elided constituents can obey the identity con-

dition.   

However, there are things we cannot answer at this point. First, even though we have argued that 

Korean has light negation, it is not clear whether light negation exists in every language, and how lan-

guages differ with regard to the light negation licensing condition. Second, we do not have any definitive 

answer about how nwukwuto is semantically related to light negation. Last, we do not explain why am-

wuto cannot be licensed by light negation. 
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