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TEACHER was addressing a

class and said, “Two nega-

tHves might make a positive,
but we can be swe that iwo
positives don't make a negative’.
From the back of the class came a
voice, “Yeah, right”,

Even if “yes” is a positive and
“right” is a positive, anyone who
believes that the laws of loglc drive
the laws cf language use will have
great difficulty with Tui billboards
if they try to understand “Yeah,
right”” a3 an emphatic positive. (No-
tice that you can gain the same ef
fect by saying “Yezl yeah", as long
as the infonation is right) The
clear coroliary is that langnage use
does not follow the same rules as
mathematical logic.

Yet the reasen frequently given
for judging double negatives like “1
dida’t see no cat” to be "bad Eng-
lish” is precigely that they break
the rides of mathematical logic:
two negatives meke a positive. If
such rules do not necessarily apply
1o Fnguage use, this argument falis
flat on its face.

Despiie that, the argument has
had a preat effect. Becanse of this
argument, it has become the case
that double negatives are avoided
in the press and in serious scien-
tific or academic writing, and
yeople who use them are judged
not to be very wel educated.

That's quite an achievement for
a rule that was invented so re-
cently. In the 15th century, Chau-
cer was perfectly happy to describe
the knight in The Canferbury Tales
by telling us that

He never yet no villeinye ne sayde

In gl kis Byf, unto no maner
wight

(Literally: He never yet no rude-
ness not said in all his Iife wnto no
manner of person}.

And in Twelfth Night (IILi)
Shakespeare writes

I hawve one heart, one bosom, and
one fruth

And that no womar has; nar ever
none

Shall mistress be of it, sove T
alone,

Nobody objects that French is
Hogical because the French say
“Je ne sais pas” (literally: I not
Imow not). Rather the contrary: the
French gat criticised when they use
only single negation and say “Je
sais pas” (terally: I know not). In
fact, excent in standard English, it
seems most speakers of most
languages know the more often you
say a negative, the more emphatic
the negative is. Even in standard
Lnglish, an expression like “a not
unhappy person” is considered

oly negative
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relatively respectable, aud we can
all answer a question by respond-
ing “No no” without meaning
e’

‘While we consider the oddity of
the peint that standard French
used a double negative but infor-
mal French uses one, while stan-
dard BEnglish uses one and informal
Inglish uses a double, we can con-
sider another pecwliavity of vari-
ation in the history of French.

French is Latin with 1000 years'
worth of changes added to if. In
Latin, if you wanted to say “I shall
love”, the future fime marking was
shovn by an ending on the verb
“amabo”. Then speakers obvicusly
started to feel this wasn’t referring
to future time clearly enough, so
they replaced that construction
with a sequence of two words,
“ammare habeo” (literally: I have to
love). With time, that “habeo” got
worn away, and modern French for
“(I) have” is “ai”, and so there is a
modern French future form “ai-
merai”, now once meore perceived
as a single word.

In spoken French, though, this
is not felt to indicate future clearly
enough, and French speakers tend
to say (but not necessarily to write)
“je vais aimer” ¢iterally: I am go-
ing to love). So French has gone
from marking the future as an end-
ing, to marking it with a separate
word, to marlring it with an ending,
te marking it with a separate word
in a period of 1000 years.

In the 19th century it was widely
believed one of these was superior
to the other. The French evidence
suggests that they are just gifferent
points in a cycle, and that saying
things in one word or saying the
same thing in twe ave simply dif-
ferent but equivalent ways of oper-
ating — neither is inherently better
than the other.
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