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ABSTRAKT:

Studie se zabyva popisem konstrukee , X ne-X“ v soucasné ¢esting, kterd spo¢iva v juxtapozici sub-
stantiva a jeho formdalné negovaného protéjiku (napt. covid necovid, volby nevolby). Na zékladé roz-
s&hlého korpusového materilu (korpus ONLINE) je analyzovéna jeji formalni variabilita, funkce
a distribuce. Hlavn{ zjisténi ukazuji, ze konstrukce slouZ{ predevsim k vyjad¥eni irelevance (tzv. me-
chanicka pfipustka), ale také k depreciativnimu hodnoceni. Korpusovd data dokumentuji ptevahu
nominativnich tvart a adverbialniho uZiti, zatimco depreciativni uziti vykazuje vétsi morfologic-
kou rozmanitost a &ast&j$i vyskyt s hodnoticimi prvky (takovy, ten). Dale byla popsana lexikalizovand
ustalen4 spojeni (hlava nehlava, cesta necesta). Studie upozoriiuje rovné% na nedostateény popis této
konstrukce v dosavadnich mluvnicich — vzdor jeji ¢astosti — a zdiiraziiuje pfinos korpusového pri-
stupu k popisu dynamiky neformalni komunikace v éestiné.
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ABSTRACT:

The study describes the “X ne-X” construction in contemporary Czech, which consists of the juxta-
position of a noun and its formally negated counterpart (e.g., covid necovid, volby nevolby). Based on
extensive corpus material (the ONLINE corpus), it analyzes its formal variability, functions, and dis-
tribution. The main findings show that the construction primarily serves to express irrelevance (so-
called mechanical concession), but also depreciative evaluation. The corpus data document a pre-
dominance of nominative forms and adverbial usage, whereas the depreciative use shows greater
morphological diversity and more frequent co-occurrence with evaluative elements (takovy, ten).
Lexicalized fixed expressions (hlava nehlava, cesta necesta) are also described. The study further
points out the insufficient treatment of this construction in existing grammars—despite its fre-
quency—and emphasizes the value of a corpus-based approach for capturing the dynamics of in-
formal communication in Czech.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the distinctive features of contemporary Czech is the use of symmetric pat-
terns combining a noun with its formally negated counterpart, such as covid necovid
(lit. ‘covid no-covid’) or volby nevolby (‘elections no-elections’). This structure, here
referred to as “X ne-X,” is widely employed in informal spoken and written com-
munication, especially in online discourse. Despite its apparent productivity and
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expressive potential, it remains only briefly mentioned in standard grammars, often
as a peripheral or stylistically marked phenomenon (Grepl — Karlik 1998; Karlik-
Nekula-Pleskalova 2012; Smilauer 1966).

Existing descriptions typically characterize the structure as a means of signaling
that the circumstance named by the noun is irrelevant to the action expressed in the
main clause (Kopeény 1958; Panevové 2014). Some sources refer to this function as
a type of concessive expression, while others treat it more generally as an instance
of indicating “irrelevant attending circumstances” (Grepl-Karlik 1998: 290-291). In
addition to this core use, certain fixed expressions, such as hlava nehlava (‘recklessly’)
and cesta necesta (‘on the road, no matter where’), have idiomatic meanings that are
not predictable from their literal components; however, systematic analyses of the
range of meanings, morphological constraints, and distribution patterns of the con-
struction in authentic data have so far been lacking.

This paper aims to fill this gap by providing an empirically grounded description
of the “X ne-X” structure in contemporary Czech, based on data from large web-
based corpora. The study focuses on the formal properties of the construction, in-
cluding morphological case, number-agreement, and syntactic position, as well as
on its semantic functions in context. The analysis distinguishes between productive
uses expressing irrelevance or depreciation and semi-fixed idiomatic expressions.

By documenting the frequency and variation of this pattern in actual usage, the
paper contributes to a more complete understanding of Czech phraseology and syntax.
It also demonstrates the importance of corpus-based methods for capturing features
of informal communication that are underrepresented in traditional grammars. The
findings are intended to serve as a reference point for further research on related forms
and to highlight the expressive resources available to speakers in everyday language.

GRAMMATOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND

Descriptions of the “X ne-X" pattern in Czech reference grammars often subsume
examples such as covid necovid (“regardless of covid”) under broader categories of
concessive or adverbial expressions indicating that a given circumstance does not
affect the action expressed in the main clause. For instance, while Grepl-Karlik have
described the form as conveying the notion of “irrelevant attending circumstances,”
Karlik-Nekula-Pleskalovd (2012: 469) emphasize that it arises through “mechanical
negation,” in which the negative prefix ne- is attached to a noun even though the re-
sulting form does not exist as an independent lexical unit. This process has been de-
scribed as productive and formally transparent, but also stylistically marked as in-
formal or colloquial (Karlik 1994: 37).

Smilauer (1966: 327-328) treats the structure within the framework of so-called
“one-term sentences” (in Czech “véty jednoélenné”), noting its role in expressing
concession without relying on conjunctions. Kopeény (1958: 237) also discusses such
examples as part of concessive constructions, characterizing them as a “remote type
of concession” (“vzdéalené&jsi piipustkovy typ”). In some cases, these forms are ex-
plicitly compared to phrases using concessive connectors like i kdy? (“although”), bez
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ohledu na (“regardless of”), or navzdory (“in spite of”), which serve similar functions
with more regular syntactic marking (Panevové 2014: 67).

Beyond their concessive use, certain “X ne-X” combinations have developed idi-
omatic or partially lexicalized meanings. The expression hlava nehlava (“recklessly,
headlong”) is commonly cited as a fixed phrase with a specific semantic nuance not
predictable solely from its components (Karlik-Nekula-Pleskalova 2012: 469; Filipec
1994). Similarly, cesta necesta (“journey, no matter where”) appears in contexts em-
phasizing the lack of constraints or planning. The lexicographic treatment of these
expressions typically labels them as idiomatic or set collocations (“ustalené spojeni”).

From a broader perspective, the pattern can be seen as part of a typological ten-
dency to use formally symmetric, contrastive sequences to express irrelevance, ap-
proximation, or evaluative stance. This observation aligns with studies highlighting
the productivity and schematic nature of certain phraseological patterns in informal
registers (Cvréek-Kovéarikova 2011: 116). Despite this, systematic corpus studies quan-
tifying how often this form occurs, documenting the range of lemmas involved, or
describing its syntactic variability have been lacking.

This paper addresses these gaps by providing an empirical description of the “X
ne-X" structure based on a large corpus of contemporary Czech. The study builds
upon existing grammatical observations (Grepl-Karlik 1998; Karlik-Nekula-Ples-
kalova 2012; Kopeény 1958; Panevova 2014; Smilauer 1966) and complements them
with quantitative and qualitative corpus evidence. The aim is to describe the formal
properties, semantic functions, and distribution of the pattern without adopting any
specific theoretical framework beyond established descriptive linguistics. In doing
so, the paper also seeks to highlight the relevance of this construction as a frequent
and productive element of informal Czech communication.

METHODOLOGY

The objective of this study is to describe the forms, functions, and distribution of
the “X ne-X” structure in contemporary Czech based exclusively on empirical corpus
data. The research relies on material drawn from the Czech National Corpus, specifi-
cally the ONLINE corpus,! which compiles informal, web-based texts such as social
media posts, online discussions, and blogs. This type of data was selected deliberately,
as the structure in question appears — according to grammars — predominantly in
informal registers. All queries and data processing were conducted through the Kon-
Text corpus manager interface.

For data collection, the online_now subcorpus of ONLINE was used. This sub-
corpus was chosen because it contains a large volume of up-to-date language mate-
rial reflecting the last six months of web communication, which provides a relevant
sample of contemporary Czech usage. To identify occurrences of the target struc-
ture, a search query was formulated to capture the pattern consisting of two adjacent
nouns, where the second noun was prefixed by ne-. Specifically, the Corpus Query

1 See https://wiki.korpus.cz/doku.php/cnk:online (August 8, 2025).
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Language (CQL) expression [tag="N.*"][lemma="ne.*" & tag="N.*"] was applied. This
query retrieves sequences where the first token is any noun, and the second token is
likewise a noun whose lemma begins with ne-.

The initial search yielded a total of 1,176,223 occurrences. Given the size of this
dataset, a frequency list of the retrieved combinations was automatically generated,
and the 10,000 most frequent combinations were downloaded for further inspection.
In the next phase, each occurrence was split into two lexical items. The prefix ne-
was stripped from the second element to verify whether both tokens represented
the same base lemma. Only those cases where both positions contained the identical
lemma were retained as candidates for analysis of the “X ne-X” structure. For each
lemma, up to twenty random occurrences were sampled to ensure a manageable da-
taset for manual evaluation.

The resulting dataset comprised 68 lemmas and 936 occurrences. Each occurrence
was then examined manually to confirm that it met the formal and functional criteria
defined for this study. Instances were excluded if the base lemmas differed grammat-
ically (e.g., zmuslima nemuslima ‘from a Muslim to a non-Muslim’) or if the grammat-
ical case or number did not match between the two positions (for example, z kufdka
nekurdkem ‘from smoker to non-smoker’). After this filtering process, the relevant
examples were categorized according to their formal and semantic characteristics.

Counts of valid occurrences were subsequently compiled, and examples were
classified reflecting their main functions, such as irrelevance, evaluative deprecia-
tion, or idiomatic usage. This procedure made it possible to obtain a representative
and consistent sample of authentic data documenting the usage and variation of the
“X ne-X” structure in contemporary Czech.

RESULTS

The corpus analysis revealed that the “X ne-X” structure in contemporary Czech dis-
plays considerable formal and semantic variability. In the following subsections, the
main types observed in the data are described in terms of their meaning, morphosyn-
tactic properties, and distribution.

MECHANIC CONCESSION? (IRRELEVANCE)

The most frequent function of the structure is to signal that the circumstance ex-
pressed by the repeated noun is irrelevant for the action or state described in the
clause. This use was observed in 640 out of 936 analyzed occurrences. Typical exam-
ples include sequences such as covid necovid (‘regardless of covid’), volby nevolby (‘re-
gardless of elections’), or svdtek nesvdtek (‘regardless of holiday’).

2 This term was inspired by Karlik-Nekula-Pleskalové (2012: 469; see above). “Mechanicity”
is given by the “mechanic,” regular repetition of the ne- prefix, whereas “concession” re-
fers to the constructional meaning, irrelevance — that is, in fact, a subtype of concession
(see, e.g., Drobnik 2024).
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In these contexts, the structure consistently served an adverbial role, modifying
the clause as a whole. A characteristic property was its positional flexibility: it could
appear at the beginning, inside, or at the end of the sentence, with a preference for
sentence-final position (355 occurrences, i.e., approximately 55%). Anteposition was
slightly less common (38%), and medial placement was rare (6%).

From a morphological perspective, the nouns in this construction were over-
whelmingly nominative (over 90% of cases) and typically singular. A smaller pro-
portion of plural forms was also attested (approximately 7%). No examples were ob-
served in which the two noun forms differed in case or number.

A further regularity concerned the semantic domain of the nouns. While no strict
lexical restrictions were apparent, many instances referred to temporal circum-
stances (svdtek nesvdtek ‘regardless of the holiday, noc nenoc ‘regardless of the night’)
or situational constraints (zdkon nezdkon ‘regardless of the law’). The irrelevance
meaning was often reinforced by collocates expressing necessity or universality, in-
cluding modal verbs (muset ‘must’) and quantifiers (vZdycky, nonstop ‘both: always’).
This tendency supports the interpretation that the primary function of the pattern in
this use is to emphasize that an action takes place irrespective of obstacles.

Multiplication of such sequences within a single clause was attested in about 10%
of relevant examples. In these cases, two or more “X ne-X” sequences were juxta-
posed, for example: Kovid nekovid, rakovina nerakovina, rouska nerouska (‘regardless of
covid, regardless of cancer, regardless of a mask’). Such cumulative listing reinforced
the concessive interpretation.

DEPRECIATION (EVALUATIVE WEAKENING)

A second, frequent function of the pattern was evaluative depreciation or hedging. In
these cases, the sequence conveyed that the referent was not a clear or fully prototyp-
ical instance of the noun in question, often implying a critical or dismissive stance.
This use was observed in 202 occurrences.

Unlike mechanic concession, depreciation allowed a broader range of morpho-
logical cases. Nouns could appear in nominative, accusative, or genitive, provided
both forms matched. Syntactically, this construction frequently served as a subject
or attributive rather than an adverbial, and it often occurred in copular clauses. For
example, takZe je to takovy zdkaz nezdkaz (‘so it is sort of a ban non-ban’) illustrates the
combination of a demonstrative pronoun (takovy ‘such, sort of’) and the depreciative
noun sequence.

A prominent feature of this use was the co-occurrence with recognitional or in-
tensifying elements such as ten (‘that’) or takovy (‘such’), which functioned as hedges.
These elements were present in approximately half of the depreciation examples. No
examples of multiplication of depreciative sequences were found in the data.

LEXICALIZED EXPRESSIONS

Besides the productive uses presented above, the corpus also contained idiomatic ex-
pressions that have become partially lexicalized.
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The phrase hlava nehlava (‘recklessly, without thinking’) occurred in seventeen
examples, mainly as an adverbial. It displayed a fixed lexeme (hlava ‘head’) in the X
position and was invariably nominative singular. This expression typically collocated
with verbs of motion (jezdit ‘go’, béZet ‘run’) or impact (mldtit ‘beat’, bit ‘hit’), as in Méli
jetriskat hlava nehlava (‘They should have beaten them indiscriminately’). Unlike with
mechanic concession, hlava nehlava had a meaning not directly predictable from the
literal components. No cases of plural forms or multiplication were found.

The phrase cesta necesta (‘on the road, no matter where’) was attested in twelve
examples in the primary data and an additional 37 occurrences retrieved from the
SYN2020 corpus. In most instances, the expression appeared in instrumental singu-
lar (cestou necestou) and served as an adverbial with verbs of movement. Less com-
monly, other cases (genitive, accusative) occurred within prepositional phrases (fotky
z cest necest ‘photos from the journeys’). While the expression retained some semantic
link to irrelevance, it also conveyed a sense of aimless or adventurous traveling.

DISCUSSION

The analysis of the “X ne-X” structure confirms that this pattern constitutes a produc-
tive and diverse resource in contemporary informal Czech. The most salient finding
is the predominance of its irrelevance function, referred to here as mechanic conces-
sion. This use is characterized by strong formal regularities: nominative case, syntac-
tic adverbial role, and strict adjacency without intervening elements. The consistent
co-occurrence with modal verbs (muset ‘must’) and universal quantifiers (vZdycky ‘al-
ways’, nonstop ‘always’) supports the interpretation that speakers employ this form
to underscore that the relevant circumstance has no bearing on the action described.

In contrast, the depreciation function shows greater morphosyntactic flexibility.
The construction frequently appears in subject or predicate positions, often in com-
bination with demonstrative or evaluative elements such as takovy (‘such’) and ten
(‘that’), which function as hedges or signals of weak commitment. This distribution
suggests that speakers use the pattern to convey distancing or ironic attitudes. Unlike
the mechanic concession, depreciation does not show a preference for a particular
syntactic position, nor does it combine with expressions of necessity or universality.

The lexicalized expressions hlava nehlava and cesta necesta maintain the formal
symmetry of the “X ne-X” sequence but have developed specialized senses that are
no longer compositionally transparent. Their consistent lexical filling and typical col-
locates (e.g., verbs of motion or impact) set them apart from the fully productive uses
of the structure. While the corpus confirms their frequent use, it also suggests that
their syntactic and morphological behavior is more constrained, as no examples were
observed in plural forms or in combination with other “X ne-X” sequences.

While this study has focused exclusively on nominal instances of the pattern, oc-
casional anecdotal evidence suggests that similar formations may occur with other
parts of speech (e.g., adverbs, doma nedoma ‘lit. at home not at home’, adjectives, or
pronouns). However, systematic corpus data on these variants were not included in
the present analysis and remain a promising area for further research.
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CONCLUSION

This paper has provided a corpus-based description of the “X ne-X” pattern in con-
temporary Czech, documenting its formal characteristics, functions, and distribution
across a large sample of informal texts. The analysis has demonstrated that the struc-
ture is highly productive as a means of expressing irrelevance, typically in adverbial
function, but also serves evaluative and idiomatic purposes. While the core mechanic
concession usage is characterized by strong formal constraints (nominative case, ad-
jacency, and consistent meaning of irrelevance), the depreciation function shows
more variation in syntactic position and morphological marking. The fixed expres-
sions hlava nehlava and cesta necesta illustrate the potential of the pattern to develop
lexicalized, semi-idiomatic meanings.

By providing detailed empirical evidence of these uses (although only in spoken
Czech only), the study fills a gap in existing grammatical descriptions, which have
often treated the construction only briefly or peripherally. The findings highlight the
need to incorporate this form more systematically into accounts of Czech syntax and
phraseology, especially given its frequency and expressive potential in spoken and
online communication.

Future research may extend the analysis by exploring other parts of speech that
participate in similar formations, the use of the pattern in other registers, such as
formal writing or media texts, cross-linguistic parallels in typologically related
languages, and the historical development and potential grammaticalization of the
structure.

Overall, the study underscores the importance of corpus-based approaches for
capturing the dynamics of contemporary Czech and offers a basis for further ex-
ploration of how speakers creatively exploit morphosyntactic resources to convey
stance and evaluation.
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