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The purpose of this study is to investigate primarily double negative prefixed words, called “doublets” in
the derivational morphology like the representative pair immoral / unmoral. We propose that negative
prefixes such as in-, un-and non-should have slight differences in linguistic features (phonology, morphology
or semantics), and that it can be assumed that these differences have long affected English native speaker
usage. Moreover, it is a fact that such doublets have been discernible since the Middle English (ME) period.

We analyze the results obtained from corpora such as the British National Corpus (BNC), the Brown
Corpus and the Frown Corpus for Present-day English (PE), and the Oxford English Dictionary 2nd edition
(OED) for the past usages.

Research for this study has revealed some intriguing features of the negative prefixes studied. As to the
investigation of fundamental linguistic features, phonological distinctions can be found as in the assimilation
and stress shift with regard to in- words, but not with regard to un- nor non- words. As for morphological
features, the three prefixes will occur with most adjectives, but also sometimes with nouns or adverbs. The
semantic feature of non- which implies “contradictory negation”, is different from in- and un- implying
“contrary negation.”

In addition to a close examination of these features, this study discovered that some in- or un- derived
words which were used in ME or the Modern English (ModE) period became rare or obsolete in PE because
of the fact that one or the other of the two prefixes has come to be used in preference to the other, as may be
seen in impossible and not unpossible, or uncertain and not incertain, and so on.

The study concludes that even rare usages of the negative prefixes in PE are discernible in the literary
history of English. Survey results for this study, however, would suggest that it might be more profitable to
see each individual lexeme as possessing its own historical path rather than to rely on any overarching

theory as an explanatory concept.
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