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Jespersens Cycle in German   

iht vs. niht 

Helmut Weiß & Farbod Khouzani 

The Jespersen Cycle (JC) is a language change process during which a preverbal standard 

sentential negation particle is strengthened by a secondary postverbal element, which becomes 

the new standard sentential negation particle while the former negation marker disappears. The 

standard German negation particle nicht ‘not’ is claimed to be the result of the JC having 

replaced the original Old High German preverbal negation particle ni (cf. e.g. Jäger 2008). In 

the history of German, nicht has competed with other elements, such as its non-negative 

equivalent iht, as a negation marker. While nicht grammaticalized as the new negation marker 

in most of modern German dialects, the indefinite iht (< iowiht < wiht) has become extinct in 

all of them and has developed into a sentential negation particle of the forms it or et only in 

some Bavarian dialects (Schmeller 1872: 30 or 176), southeastern Swabian (Grimm 1890: 714), 

and northeastern Swiss dialects (cf. Jäger 2008: 119, 2010: 801–802). Yet in Middle High 

German and – to some extent – Early New High German, it was still an integral part of the 

indefinite system as a polarity-sensitive indefinite referring to entities. The historical 

development of iht and its uses have been discussed in the literature (cf. Jäger 2008, 2010; Paul 

2007). However, a comparative investigation of the diachronic development of iht in different 

dialects has not been carried out yet. Hence, we conducted a corpus study to investigate the 

occurrence of iht in Thuringian and its surrounding dialects in Middle High German corpora to 

address the following questions: 1) How does the occurrence of iht differ in such dialects that 

have lost this element (niht-dialects) in contrast to the abovementioned dialects still using it 

(iht-dialects)? 2) To what extent does iht exhibit different functions in these dialects? By doing 

so and based on our findings concerning the diachronic development of iht in Alemannic and 

Bavarian dialects (cf. Khouzani 2024), we will attempt to examine whether there are facts 

concerning the behavior of iht in the collected data that could be regarded as crucial factors for 

its extinction in Thuringian and dialects close-by, contrary to the others in which it has survived.   
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