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In Days, Weeks, Months, Years, Ages: 

A class of temporal negative polarity items
Jack Hoeksema
University of Groningen

1. Introduction1
There is, in English as well as in Dutch, a sizable class of negative polarity items (short: NPIs), all having the form in + temporal nominal.2 For example, the use of in hours in the negative sentence (1a) below is acceptable, but its use in the corresponding positive sentence (1b) is not:

(1)
a. The traffic jam hasn't moved in hours.


b. *The traffic jam has moved in hours.

This class of items shows interesting connections between syntactic shape and distribution, which to the best of my knowledge have not been explored yet in any detail. A number of representative examples of this class are given below. The lefthand column contains the more regular items, consisting of in plus a plural occurrence of a common temporal noun, whereas the righthand column contains the more idiomatic cases:

(2)
A. English

in hours

in yonks


in days


in eons


in weeks

in a million years


in months

in ages


in years

in a coon's age


in decades

in donkey’s years


B. Dutch

in uren  

'in hours'


in dagen

'in days'


in weken   

'in weeks'


in maanden 

'in months'


in jaren 

'in years'


in eeuwen 

'in centuries'


in tijden 

'in times = in ages'


in tijdstijden  

'in times-times'


in lang 

'in long  = in a long time'


in zolang         

'in so long'


in een eeuwigheid 
'in an eternity'

Note that not all nouns denoting some unit of time give rise to a polarity item in this class. Units that are too short, such as seconds and minutes, lack a use as polarity items, although they may be used as non-polarity-sensitive expressions. (I will come back to this point in the next section.) In the same way, units that have a bureaucratic flavor, such as quarters (of a year) or semesters, are absent. Together with the existence of the idiomatic items in the righthand column of (1), this suggests that there is some idiosyncracy in the set of polarity items headed by temporal in, and that its membership is not completely predictable from lexical semantics. The same conclusion is also suggested by certain mismatches between Dutch and English: whereas in tijden ‘in times’ is a common polarity item in Dutch, its English translation is not. Finally, I note that the reduplicated noun tijdstijden ‘time-times’ only occurs in the NPI in tijdstijden and is otherwise not used in Dutch.3

In this paper, I will sketch the main features of this class of NPIs, their distribution and relate this to their semantic and pragmatic properties. In order to do so, I must first address the latter. Let me begin by arguing that in days and its kin are emphatic in character, and relate this to a more general property of bare plural measure nouns.

2. In days is emphatic
What do I express when I say that the traffic jam hasn't moved in hours? Surely, at the very least, I say that traffic jam hasn't moved in a period of several hours. However, the two statements in (3) are not entirely equivalent:

(3)
a. 
The traffic jam hasn't moved in hours.


b. 
The traffic jam hasn't moved in several hours.

But before I discuss the difference, let me say a few words about bare plurals. In the  literature on this topic (cf. Carlson 1977, Carlson and Pelletier 1995), bare plurals (i.e. plural occurrences of nouns without a preceding determiner) are said to have generic and existential readings, as in (4a) and (4b), respectively:

(4)
a. 
Beavers build dams.


b. 
Beavers were building a dam.

In (4b), but not in (4a), we may replace the bare plural beavers by the 'dressed' plural some beavers without changing the meaning of the sentence. What about the bare plural hours in (3)? It is clearly existential in nature. It is not a general property of hours that the traffic jam hasn't moved in them. Rather, (3a) expresses something more closely approximating (3b). Yet we perceive a difference. When a bare plural is a measure noun, it has rhetorical force, adding emphasis to the statement. Compare for example the two sentences in (5) below:

(5)
a. 
The body was found miles from the scene of the murder.


b. 
The body was found several miles from the scene of the murder.

Intuitively, (5a) is emphatic, and is pronounced with focus accent on miles. On the other hand, (5b) can be quite unemphatic, and does not require any accent on miles. What is true of the spatial measure noun miles, also applies to the temporal noun hours:

(6)
a. 
Stacy left Jonathan hours ago.


b. 
Stacy left Jonathan several hours ago.

Sentence (6a) is emphatic, and is used only if the period is seen as being long. If the period is in fact relatively short, only (6b) is possible. Hence a sentence like (6c) is odd, whereas (6d) is entirely natural:4
(6)
c. 
#Stacy left Jonathan hours ago, which is not very long.


d. 
Stacy left Jonathan several hours ago, which is not very long.

Indicative of the emphatic nature of the bare nouns is the fact that they may undergo emphatic reduplication (cf. also Hoeksema 2001 for further discussion of this phenomenon):

(7) 
a. 
The body was found miles and miles away.


b.
That was years and years ago.


c. 
Ik heb maanden en maanden lang gezocht.



I have months and months searched



“I have searched for months and months”

as well as emphatic vowel lengthening:

(7)
d. 
Dat was ja::ren geleden



That was years ago

Why do sentences like (5a) and (6a) express that the spatial or temporal measures involved are large? It cannot be the case that we are dealing with some covert quantifier meaning many, since (8a) and (8b) are not equivalent:

(8)
a. 
Stacy left Jonathan hours ago.


b. 
Stacy left Jonathan many hours ago.

Sentence (8a) may be true if Stacy in fact left Jonathan two hours ago, in which case (8b) could be considered false. It is not the number of hours that is at stake here. The fact that we are measuring time in hours, rather than, say, minutes, is what counts.  Asserting (8a) is especially appropriate when the background assumption was that Stacy left Jonathan 20 minutes ago. If, on the other hand, the assumption was that Stacy must have left Jonathan several days ago, then (8a) is not the thing to say. Similarly, if the assumption was that Stacy left Jonathan 2 hours ago, and she in fact left him 8 hours ago, it would be natural to utter (8b), but not (8a), since in both cases, we measure the interval in hours. Of course, without such a background assumption, it is perfectly acceptable to utter (8a) in a situation where Stacy left Jonathan 8 hours ago. This is different for a sentence like (9):

(9)
Stacy left Jonathan several hours ago.

In the case of several, we are dealing with a vague quantifier, whose range is not precisely defined, but probably doesn't include numbers as high as 8.


The emphatic character just noted is also present in the class of NPIs under consideration here. If I say 'I haven't seen you in weeks', I suggest that a week is a large unit of time to measure my not seeing you. Sometimes, the unit is not to be taken literally. Hence, if I say 'I haven't had grits in a million years,' a unit is used which conventionally conveys that the period is exceedingly long, whatever its actual unit of measurement (years, decades, or even longer stretches) might be. The same applies to the vaguer expression in ages. 


Now we can explain why the shortest temporal units, such as milliseconds, seconds and minutes are not used in the present class of NPIs. The fact that they are only used to measure events which are conventionally considered short in everyday life clashes with the rhetorical nature of bare plural uses of measure nouns, in particular the conventional implicature of long duration. A sentence like (10) below strikes me as more sarcastic than ungrammatical per se:

(10)
I haven't seen you in seconds.

To conclude: there is a special use of bare plurals which we may call the emphatic use, a use which is restricted to measure nouns. This use is not restricted to polarity items, but expressions of the class in days, in ages etc. are prime examples of this special emphatic use.

3. In days does not have modifiers
In the previous section, I compared in days to other bare plural occurrences of measure nouns, and to bare plurals in general. There is one point of comparison which has so far been ignored. Bare plurals normally act the same, regardless of whether they have modifiers or not. For instance, the examples in (4) above do not change in any important way if we replace beavers by e.g. mature beavers or beavers with a mission:

(11)
a. 
Mature beavers/Beavers with a mission build dams.


b. 
Mature beavers/Beavers with a mission were building a dam.


The subject of (11a) is still interpreted generically, and the subject of (11b), existentially. 


Now contrast this with the special case of bare measure nouns. Here, adding modifiers is not an innocent maneuver. In some cases, the result is ungrammaticality, in other cases, a drastic change in behavior and distribution. In the case of years ago, adding modifiers yields ungrammaticality:

(12)
a. 
Jonathan left years ago.


b. 
*Jonathan left terrible years ago.


c. 
*Jonathan left long years ago.

Compare this with the non-bare cases in (13):

(13)
a. 
Stacy left three terrible years ago.


b. 
Stacy left three years of misery ago.

In the case of polarity items, such as in years, the result of adding a modifier is loss of polarity sensitivity. An exception must be made, by the way, for a few idiomatic cases such as in donkey’s years. Ungrammaticality, however, does not ensue from the addition of modifiers. Compare the examples in (14) below:

(14)
a. 
Stacy hadn't been here in years.


b. 
Stacy hadn't been here in previous years.


c. 
*Stacy had also been here in years.


d. 
Stacy had also been here in previous years.

Actually, the range of adjectives normally found in the context in ... years is rather limited. Of 251 sequences of the form in adj years found in a large (16 million words) corpus of postings on the Internet, 195 were instances of the phrase in recent years. Of the remaining 56 combinations, 50 involved the temporal adjectives previous, following, earlier, prior, subsequent, future, later, past and coming. In 4 cases, the adjective was other and in only two cases did I find nontemporal qualifying adjectives such as good.


The reason why the presence of modifiers matters to polarity sensitivity is probably a pragmatic one. The rhetorical function of the in X-class of expression is to strengthen or emphasize a statement by providing a long time frame. As Michael Israel (p.c.) noted, in negative sentences, long time frames add emphasis in negative sentences, because the larger the time frame, the less likely it is that a given situation will not obtain in that time frame, and hence the stronger the claim is.  In a few rare cases we may also find grammatical uses of in years etc. in non-negative contexts:

(15)
Non-NPI uses of IN + TEMPORAL NOUN

a. 
The cut heals in days.


b.
Israel went on its first nuclear alert in 1973 during the 1973 War because the Israeli Government were convinced that the nation might be overrun in days.


c.
If everything worked as I would have it this boy would be dead in days.

The positive cases can easily be distinguished from the polarity-sensitive cases because they allow for replacement of in by within:

(16)
The cut heals within days.

Contrast this with:

(17)
*I haven’t seen her within weeks.

In Dutch, one may also occasionally find non-polarity in in sentences such as 

(18)
Wat we in jaren opgebouwd hebben, werd verwoest in seconden.


What we in years up-built     have,    was   destroyed in seconds


“What we have built up in years, was destroyed in seconds”

The expressions with modified nouns, on the other hand, do not have an emphasizing function, but serve to locate events in time.  German, which does not have polarity items of the in X type, nonetheless has non-polarity-sensitive temporal expressions with modifiers: for example in Zeiten von Geldknappheit "in times of money shortage". This fact in itself strongly suggests that we are dealing with two different constructions here.

4.
Distribution of in days etc
The distribution of polarity items of the type in days is unusual. The examples in (19), all taken from a corpus of internet texts collected by the author, unless attributed otherwise,  illustrate for English the typical environments in which such expressions are to be found: negative sentences and clauses modifying comparatives or superlatives:

(19)
English 


a.
I haven't made lasagna in years, but I regularly make manicotti.


b.
My male friends are very nice but none of them have had dates in months, while 

the biggest jerks and the most obnoxious assholes I know go out with several 


different women every week.


c.
Garcia's voice is much better than it has been in years, and the whole band seems 

to be playing like they mean it.


d.
"Unforgiven" has attracted a larger audience abroad than any Western in decades.


e.
I haven't seen you in a coon's age (Dirty Harry, part 2: Magnum Force)


f.
He was one of the few dogs I'd met in years that I really liked. (Sue Grafton, A is 

for Alibi)

In (20), we see an equally typical range of examples from Dutch texts, showing a similar preference for negative, comparative and superlative contexts:

(20)
Dutch


a.
't Moest wel na de maaltijd ingenomen worden en hij had al in geen uren meer iets gegeten, maar daardoor kon het juist dienst doen als voorbehoedmiddel tegen het drinken
 



"It had to be used after meals and he hadn't eaten anything in hours, but because of that it could be used as a prophylactic against drinking" (literally: he had in no hours eaten anything)


b.
Ik heb je in dagen niet gezien
 



"I haven't seen you in days" (lit.: I have you in days not seen)


c.
In geen weken zal ik aan wie ook kunnen schrijven



"I won't be able to write to anybody in weeks" (lit.: In no weeks will I to anyone be able to write")


d.
In maanden had hij zich weer niet gewasschen (Is. Querido, De Jordaan)



"He hadn't washed again in months" (lit: In months had he himself again not washed)


e.
Paulette, je bent het aardigste meisje dat ik in jaren gezien heb (Joop van den Broek, Passagiers voor Casablanca)



"Paulette, you are the nicest girl I have seen in years"


f.
Opgewekter dan hij in tijden geweest was snelde professor Prlwytzkofski naar een tafeltje, waarop een omgekeerde emmer stond (Marten Toonder, De pijpleider)



"More cheerful than he had been in ages, professor Prlwytzkofski speeded  toward a table, on which a bucket was standing upside-down."    

These findings are summarized in Table 1 below:

Table 1: The Distribution of  in X Polarity Items in Dutch and English

	Context 
	% in Dutch 
(N=828)
	% in English data 
(N=367)

	before-clauses
	-
	-

	comparative clauses
	6
	4

	conditional clauses
	-
	-

	scope of few/little
	-
	0.3

	complement of negative predicate
	-
	-

	negation
	61
	54

	questions
	-
	-

	restrictive adverb (only etc.)
	-
	0.3

	restriction of superlative 
	32
	40

	restriction of a universal 
	0.2
	-

	without-clause
	-
	-


The distribution of IN X-expressions in Dutch and English, as charted in Figure 1, contrasts markedly with the distributional patterns we see for other types of polarity items in our corpus, such as English ever and any, which are shown in Table 2 below (occurrences of so-called free choice any were not included in this table). Here we see a far broader spectrum of environments. (Quite similar distributions could be given for many of the Dutch polarity-sensitive indefinites, such as enig 'any’ (cf. Hoeksema and Klein 1995).)
Table 2: Distribution of Any and Ever
	Context 
	% of each context for any (N=3765)
	% of each context for ever (N=1316)

	before-clauses
	1
	1

	comparative clauses
	7
	13

	conditional clauses
	11
	8

	scope of few/little
	0,5
	1

	complement of negative predicate
	9
	7

	negation
	46
	28

	questions
	19
	18

	restrictive adverb (only etc.)
	1
	3

	restriction of a superlative quantifier
	1
	16

	restriction of a universal quantifier
	0,5
	4

	without-clause
	4
	1


The observed differences in distribution can only be partially explained in terms of existing theories of polarity licencing. For instance, it is striking that weak triggers in the sense of Zwarts (1986, 1998) and Van der Wouden (1997) do not license in years and its ilk:

(21)
a.
*Few students have studied morphology in years.


b.
*Not every student has studied morphology in years.


c.
*Fewer than three students have studied morphology in years.

Sentence (19f) is a --very rare-- exception to this observation, involving the weak trigger few. Weak triggers are downward entailing in the sense of Ladusaw (1979), but not anti-additive in the sense of Zwarts (1986, 1998). An expression X denoting some function F is downward entailing (i.e. monotone decreasing w.r.t. some ordering <) just in case we can conclude from A < B (A entails B) that F(B) < F(A). X is anti-additive just in case F(A(B) = F(A) (F(B). The expression fewer than three students is downward entailing but not anti-additive, given that the following observations hold:

(22)
a. 
Fewer than three students are German



All Bavarians are Germans



--------------------------------------



Fewer than three students are Bavarian




b.
Fewer than three students are rich or happy   (  Fewer than three students are rich and fewer than three students are happy

The entailment in (22b) is not valid from right to left given that two students who are happy and two different ones who are rich would make false the statement that less than three students are rich or happy. We could speculate now that the class of triggers for in years is some proper subset of the anti-additive contexts, but it is unclear how to narrow down this class so as to let it include just comparative, superlative and negative contexts. For instance, nonveridical before is anti-additive (Sánchez Valencia, Van der Wouden and Zwarts 1994), but does not trigger in years. 

(23)
a. 
He drank alcohol long before he had ever smoked tobacco.


b.
*He drank alcohol long before he had smoked tobacco in years.

The same is true for without:

(24)
a.
Alfred left without ever returning.


b.
*Alfred left without returning in years.

5.
In + numeral + temporal noun

5.0.  Introduction

In this section, I consider durational in-PPs with an added numeral. These do not appear to be polarity sensitive, since they freely occur in positive sentences, as the following sentences show:

(25)
a.
Klaas at in 2 dagen 7 boterkoeken.



Nick ate in 2 days 7 butterpies


b.
*Klaas heeft in 2 dagen gegeten.



Nick ate in 2 days


c.
Klaas wist in 2 dagen het antwoord. (inchoative reading, not stative)



Nick knew in 2 days the answer


d. 
Klaas at in 2 dagen een hele boterkoek/*boterkoeken




Nick ate in 2 days a whole butterpie/*butterpies

Not all positive sentences allow for such adverbials, in particular states and activities in the sense of Dowty (1979) and Vendler (1967) do not allow modification by in twee dagen 'in two days' etc. The underlying generalization, distilled by Dowty, is the following:

(26)
Generalization:

In twee dagen combines with accomplishments and achievements, but not with states and activities (Dowty 1979). The grammatical cases involve events with a well-defined culmination point.

Dowty: in has unicity condition: p in q iff p takes q, and for every p' such that |p'| (  |p|, p'=p. (This explains the absence of states and activities, since the latter always have proper subparts of the same type.) 

More precisely, Dowty proposes the following translation for in:

(27)
 
(Pt(P (x[Pt{n} &  (t1 [t( (  n & AT(t1, P{x}) &  (t2[[t2 (  n & AT(t2, P{x})]  

( 
t2 = t1]]]
where n is a constant referring at any index to the time coordinate of that index. For a sentence such as 

(28)
John woke up in an hour.

this yields the translation in (29) (after elimination of n):

(29)
 (t1 [PAST(t1) & an-hour'(t1) &  (t2[t2 (  t1 & AT(t2, [BECOME awake'(j)]) & 


 (t3[[t3 (  t1 & AT(t3, [BECOME awake'(j)])]  ( t2 = t3]]]

According to this definition, temporal in-phrases are existential quantifiers with a uniqueness requirement. The latter makes them sensitive to the aspectual class of the modified predicate.


This treatment is elegant but faces a number of problems and complications, which need to be sorted out before we can adopt it for our purposes. In the following subsections, these complications are presented.

5.1. Prospective sentences
The first problem or wrinkle, which need not concern us too deeply here, is a complication involving the future. In prospective contexts, we find combinations of in two days with statives such as be single. This leads to contrasts such as:

(30)
a.
*John has been single in two days.


b. 
John will be single in two days.

When we translate such sentences into Dutch, we notice that the prospective case would require a different preposition:

(31)
John zal over twee dagen ongetrouwd zijn


John will in two days unmarried be


"John will be single in two days"

The reader might object as this point that we are talking about changes of states, rather than about states, in (30b). Indeed, there is a strong invited inference from (30b) to (32):

(32)
John will become single in two days.

Note, however, that this is not a necessary feature of the prospective use. We can completely block the invited inference by adding an adverb such as still:

(33)
John will still be single in two days.

I take it, then, that the expression in two days has a separate prospective use, not found in Dutch, which is compatible with stative predicates. In this prospective use, in two days is not a durational adverbial, but an adverbial of temporal location, which can be paraphrased as two days from now. Predictably, we get ambiguities with sentences like

(34)
I will build these cabins in two days.

Under the durational reading, the building of each cabin (or all of them) will take two days, but we don't know when it will happen. Under the locational reading, we know it will take place two days from now, but it is not clear how long the building event(s) will take.


To conclude: Apparent counterexamples to Dowty's theory, such as (30b), can be set aside as irrelevant once we recognize that they constitute a special use, which needs to be distinguished from the durational use.



5.2. Achievements
A second problem facing Dowty's analysis is the behavior of achievement predicates (see also Verkuyl (1993) for some critical remarks on the Vendler-Dowty account of achievements). Although Dowty maintains that achievement predicates can be combined with in two days, the result is not always brilliant. Consider the examples in (35):

(35)
a.
John found the solution in two months.


b.
*John snapped his finger in two days.


c.
*John stumbled in two hours.

The first example seems just fine, but the second and the third are no good. What is wrong with these examples? My suggestion would be that achievements are in general not acceptable in combination with in two days etc. for pragmatic reasons. Finger-snapping does not take any time to speak of, hence durational adverbials have no business modifying such predicates. If I snap my fingers, I snap them in two hours, in two days, in two months, etc. But there is no point in using these adverbials to delimit the amount of time involved in snapping my fingers. Finding a solution, on the other hand, does take time. It is the culmination point of a process of seeking, and that process may take up any amount of time. This makes it relevant to add a durational adverbial to specify this amount. 


The sentences in (35b-c) improve under special circumstances, when we ignore the point-like character of the predicates:

(36)
John can snap his fingers in 0.8 seconds.

This observation is, of course, compatible with my claim that the oddness of (35b,c) is a pragmatic and not a semantic matter. 


An inference we may draw from this discussion is that the class of achievement predicates is not homogeneous, but contains two distinct subclasses: predicates involving a culmination point of a process and predicates denoting a pointlike event. The former class has properties in common with accomplishments. 

6.3. Negation
Negation has been argued to convert event predicates into state predicates (cf. e.g. Verkuyl 1993). Consider for example:

(37)
a. 
*John found a hair in his soup for hours.
          (OK on iterative reading)


b. 
John did not find a hair in his soup for hours.

A prediction that would seem to follow from this observation is the following: Negation makes predicates incompatible with in+num+temporal noun. As a matter of fact, however, it makes it more compatible. We see this in (38) and (39) below:

(38)
a. 
*John has slept in three nights.


b.
John hasn’t slept in three nights.


(39)
a.
*John has worked in three years.


b.
John hasn’t worked in three years.

I conclude from these data, that there is a use of in three years and similar expressions, which is polarity sensitive. In this use, the expressions in question do not have the meaning specified by Dowty, but a simpler purely existential interpretation given in (40):

(40)
Polarity-sensitive in:

 (Pt (P (x[Pt{n} &  (t1 [t1 (  n & AT(t1, P{x})]]  

According to our proposal, a sentence such as the one in (41) below does not have the meanings indicated under (42a) or (42b), but rather the interpretation in (43):

(41)
John did not sleep in two weeks

(42)
(a) negation has scope over temporal adver​bial

¬ (t1 [PAST(t1) & two-weeks'(t1) &  (t2[t2  ( t1 & AT(t2, [sleep'(j)]) &  (t3[[t3 (  t1 & AT(t3, [sleep​'(j)])]  ( t2 = t3]]]

(b) temporal adverbial has scope over negation
 (t1 [PAST(t1) & two-weeks'(t1) &  t2[t2 (  t1 & AT(t2, [¬sl​ee​p'(j)]) &  t3[[t3 ( t1 & AT(t3, [¬sleep​'(j)])] (  t2 = t3]]]

(43)
( t1 [PAST(t1) & two-weeks'(t1) & ¬( t2[t2 (  t1 & AT(t2, [sleep'(j)])]]

This type of interpretation is compatible with the more general finding that polarity items of the quantificational type tend to be purely existential, without uniqueness conditions of any kind. Because the uniqueness condition is dropped, we predict, correctly, that in the polarity sensitive use all aspectual sensitivities are lost and that the expression should be able to modify any kind of predicate:

(44)
a. John hasn't slept in two years. 





        (state)


b. John hasn't worked in two years. 
                                                               (activity)


c. John hasn't snapped his fingers in two hours.                                           (achievement)


d. John hasn't written a book in two decades. 
                                     (accomplishment)

In this interpretation, in two years is the dual of for two years. While the former is a purely existential quantifier ("at some time during a two-year period"), the latter is purely universal ("at every time during a two-year period"). In spite of this, we sometimes find sentences where the two expressions appear to be equivalent:

(45)
a. It hasn't rained in four weeks.


b. It hasn't rained for four weeks.

The reason for this unexpected equivalence appears to be, that in four years, being a polarity item, must be within the scope of negation. For four weeks, on the other hand, appears to favor wide scope.5 Under special circumstances, e.g. contrastive focus, we can force a narrow scope interpretation, however, and then we see the expected difference between (45a) and (45b):

(46)
a. *It hasn't rained in four weeks, but in three/five. 


b. It hasn't rained for four weeks but for three.

The ungrammaticality of (46a) stems from the fact that polarity items tend to be excluded from denial contexts (or contexts of metalinguistic negation, cf. Horn 1989). Example (46b), or rather, the first clause of this example, is no longer equivalent to (45a). I do not really know why for-phrases tend to scope over negation. Of course it is conceivable that they are syntactically attached higher than negation, but this explanation would still be a partial one. It does not tell us why these phrases appear in a higher position, especially since denial contexts show that it may have narrow scope with respect to negation.

7. Conclusions
In this paper, I have argued that temporal polarity items of the type in weeks, in ages etc. have a number of special characteristics, some stemming from the fact that they involve unmodified measure nouns, while others appear to remain somewhat mysterious, such as the fact that they primarily occur in negative and comparative/superlative contexts, and shun many of the contexts where other polarity items abound. The distribution of these polarity items was studied on the basis of corpus data from English and Dutch, and a number of syntactic differences between English and Dutch were discussed. A comparison was made between in weeks etc. and various other polarity items, and a number of factors were isolated which appear to underly the syntactic diversity among polarity items. 


Finally, I concluded that temporal expressions with numerals, such as in three weeks, in two years etc. have a special use as negative polarity items which cannot be reduced to their ordinary use as temporal modifiers without any polarity sensitivity. They lack the emphatic characteristics of the bare nominal adverbials in weeks, in years etc.
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1. The research for this paper was carried out as part of the research project 'Reflections of Logical Patterns in Language Structure and Language Use,' sponsored by the Pionier program of the Dutch Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) and the University of Groningen. I am grateful to these sponsors, as well as my collaborators in the project, Henny Klein,  Charlotte Koster, Hotze Rullmann, Victor Sanchez-Valencia,  Sjoukje van der Wal and Ton van der Wouden. In addition, I am indebted to audiences in Groningen and Wuppertal, and to Michael Israel and Henriëtte de Swart for comments on this paper. Unlike some of the other papers in this collection, this paper was actually accepted for publication, I believe in 1998, but the proceedings of the conference never materialized. This gives me the opportunity to dedicate this work to Ron van Zonneveld. Ron played a big role in my life when I was a budding linguist. He was the first to suggest to me that I should pursue a PhD degree, and later helped getting me the ZWO grant that made this possible. We co-authored a paper on stress patterns, and after my return from a 5 year stint in the USA, he became my next door neighbour on the fourth floor of the Harmonie-building. Thanks, Ron, for your friendship, support and for being you.  You added some spice and flavour to the department of Dutch.
2. Although closely related to both English and Dutch, German does not have a similar class of polarity items, nor does Danish (Sten Vikner, p.c.). This suggests that this class of expressions is not of ancient origin, but a recent innovation. The oldest attestations I have been able to find for either Dutch or English are from the 19th century. None are to be found, for instance, in the works of Dickens, although he had a non-polarity-sensitive emphatic use of in N, cf. the following example from Martin Chuzzlewit: in years and years he saved up a little money, and bought his freedom.    
3. Actually, the expression in tijdstijden appears to be unknown to most speakers of Dutch, even though it is listed in Van Dale's authoritative dictionary of Dutch. It has some currency, however, in the northern parts of the Netherlands.

4.  Henriëtte de Swart (p.c.) has noted that She left (only) minutes ago is also acceptable, and emphasises the shortness of the interval, rather than its length. If shortness is emphasized, we can also have The police will be here in minutes, although this usage appears to be rare.

5. Consequently, we do not expect temporal expressions introduced by for to function as polarity items. In general, this expectation is fulfilled, but there is one interesting exception, the polarity item for long:


(i) 
She will help you, but not for long.


(ii) 
*She will help you for long.

Unlike in-phrases, however,  for long shows up primarily in negative clauses, and is not found in comparative or superlative contexts. In a collection of 110 occurrences of this item, 91% appeared in the context of negation, and the other 9% was divided over various environments, such as conditional clauses and complements of too, but not superlative or comparative contexts. This suggests that for long is not closely related to temporal polarity items of the in ages/in years variety.
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� From Willem Frederik Hermans, Uit talloos veel miljoenen. 


� From Heere Heeresma, Langs berg en dal klinkt hoorngeschal.  


� From Willem Frederik Hermans, Nooit meer slapen. 





