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Abstract

The paper examines the grammatical behavior of the negative element used to negate predicates in non-verbal
clauses in three Turkic languages: Azerbaijani, Kyrgyz, and Turkish. We focus on its interaction with verbal copulas,
subject agreement, and the distribution of agreement suffixes, as well as its position within the predicate phrase. The
study draws on both previously described corpus data and newly collected examples. Across all three languages,
agreement features are realised on the negative element only in the absence of an overt copula. The agreement
morphology involved is identical to that found with nominal, adjectival, and adverbial predicates. In all the languages
examined, the negative element remains within the predicate phrase; thus, its position is syntactically constrained. At
the same time, we observe differences among the languages in the degree to which the position of the negator is
fixed within the predicate. In Turkish and Azerbaijani, regardless of which element of the nominal predicate it negates,
the negator invariably follows the predicate. In Kyrgyz, by contrast, it consistently appears immediately after the
element it negates within the predicate. These patterns suggest that the negative element behaves syntactically as a
phrasal operator associated with non-verbal predicates. For annotation purposes, we therefore propose analysing the
negative element as a negation modifier, assigning it the POS tag ADv and the dependency relation advmod: neg.
Keywords: non-verbal negation, non-verbal negation element, Turkic languages, Universal Dependencies (UD)

1. Introduction

This paper investigates a negative element used
in the negation of non-verbal clauses in several
Turkic languages, examining its morphosyntactic
behavior, distribution, and interpretive properties.

The empirical focus is on Kyrgyz, Southern Azer-
baijani, and Turkish, which represent two distinct
branches of the Turkic family — Oghuz (Azerbai-
jani and Turkish) and Kipchak (Kyrgyz) — thereby
enabling cross-branch comparison. Although the
analysis is developed on the basis of these lan-
guages, it may extend to other Turkic languages in
which this type of negation is attested.

At the same time, some Turkic languages — such
as Sakha (Lena Turkic) — employ a different strat-
egy for non-verbal negation, namely a copular verb
marked with a negation morpheme, and lack an
element comparable to the one examined here.

Our primary goal is to provide a detailed de-
scriptive account of this construction, laying the
groundwork for a unified analysis that can inform
and improve Universal Dependencies (UD) tree-
banks (De Marneffe et al., 2021; Akhundjanova
et al., 2025).

While existing UD analyses often treat this el-
ement as an auxiliary or a copular verb, our ob-
servations indicate that such a characterization is

not adequate.” We show that an overt verbal cop-
ula can co-occur with the negative element, which
argues against analyzing it as a copula or auxil-
iary head. In contexts where no overt copula is
present, agreement morphology surfaces on the
negative element itself. The agreement suffixes
are formally identical to those used with nominal,
adjectival, and adverbial predicates, suggesting
that in copula-less environments the negative ele-
ment occupies a predicate-related position within
the clause.

Patterns of combinability with copulas, agree-
ment behavior, and positional restrictions indicate
that the negative element functions as a phrasal op-
erator, taking scope over the constituent it negates.
Accordingly, within the UD framework, we propose
that it should be assigned the part-of-speech tag
ADV and the dependency relation advmod:neg,
providing a linguistically motivated basis for more
accurate annotation in Turkic treebanks.

2. Background

In Turkic languages, multiple types of negative ele-
ments and structures exist, often occurring in com-
plementary distribution. Some negative elements

'All treebanks examined are part of UD v2.17.



appear exclusively with verbs, such as the Turkish
verbal negation suffix -ma; e.q. oku-ma-di ‘(s/he)
did not read’ (Kornfilt, 2013), while others are re-
stricted to clauses with non-verbal predicates, such
as degil in Turkish (Lee, 1996; Robbeets and Save-
lyev, 2020; Kornfilt, 2013). However, recent studies
suggest that the distinction is not entirely clear-cut,
with some overlap between these structures and/or
elements (Seydi, 2020). In the present study, we
set aside these overlaps to focus specifically on
the negative element used in the negation of non-
verbal clauses. This construction is illustrated by
means of minimal pairs (affirmative vs. negative)
in Azerbaijani (1a)—(1b),2 Kyrgyz (2a)—(2b), and
Turkish (3a)—(3b).3

(1) a. Deniz doktiirdiir.
Deniz doctor-cop;[3saG]|
‘Deniz is a doctor.’
b. Deniz doktiir dayil.
Deniz doctor NEG[3s¢]

‘Deniz is not a doctor.’

enus I0KTyp.
Deniz doktur.
Deniz doctor[3sG]

‘Deniz is a doctor.’

b. enus mokrTyp amec.
Deniz doktur emes.
Deniz doctor NEG[3sG]

‘Deniz is not a doctor.’

Deniz doktor.
Deniz doctor[3sG]

‘Deniz is a doctor.’

b. Deniz doktor degil.
Deniz doctor NEG[3sG]|

‘Deniz is not a doctor.’

As already mentioned, this element is not at-
tested in all Turkic languages; for example, in Sakha
(Lena Turkic) the same meaning appears to be ex-
pressed by attaching a negative morpheme to the
verbal copula (Ubryatova et al., 1982; Sleptsov,
2018), as illustrated in (4).4

2Although the Azerbaijani examples are drawn from
the Southern (Iranian) variety, they are transcribed using
the Latin alphabet according to the orthographic conven-
tions of North Azerbaijani.

3In addition to its use in non-verbal predication, the
negative element discussed here is also attested in con-
stituent negation in these languages (Kornfilt, 2013); this
use falls outside the scope of the present study.

*Historically this is a negative copula form, just like
emes, but it also presents some challenges for syn-
chronic analysis as such. Further work is required to
understand whether it might also constitute a negative
particle of the type being discussed in this paper.

(4) enus moxrop Gyosi-6arax.
Deniz doktor buol-batax.
Deniz doctor be-NEG;PRES[3sG]|

‘Deniz is not a doctor.’

What is particularly striking about the negative
element attested in Azerbaijani, Kyrgyz, and Turk-
ish is that it appears, at least superficially, to be-
have like a verb, or more specifically, like a verbal
copula, since it can bear subject agreement suf-
fixes, see (5). In Turkic languages, subject agree-
ment is canonically realized on the finite predicate
in clauses.

(5) a. Mon doktiir doyil-am.
1sG doctor NEG-1SG

‘l am not a doctor.’

b. Men nokTyp amecMmus.
Men doktur emes-min.
1sG doctor NEG-1SG

‘l am not a doctor.’

c. Ben doktor degil-im.
1sG doctor NEG-1SG

‘l am not a doctor.’

It therefore appears consistent with previous
analyses, including within frameworks such as
Universal Dependencies (UD), that this negative
element is often analyzed as an auxiliary, i.e.
a copula in these sentences (see, for instance,
Turkish BOUN (Marsan et al., 2022) or Turkish
TueCL (Akkurt and Coltekin, 2025) UD Treebanks.)
Such an analysis is illustrated in Figure 1.

I’OOt
punct
CO

Deniz odada degil
PROPN NOUN  AUX AUX
Deniz room.Loc NEG be;PsT[3sG]

PUNCT

Figure 1: An existing UD analysis of degil as AUX
with aux relation. The meaning of the sentence is:
‘Deniz was not in the room.’

However, we do not adopt this interpretation, as
our observations reveal grammatical behaviors that
are incompatible with either an auxiliary or a cop-
ular analysis, including agreement patterns and
positional restrictions.

3. Grammatical behavior of the
negative element

The starting point of our argumentation is that the
omission of the copula in negative constructions is



not obligatory but is constrained by general prop-
erties of non-verbal predication. In particular, in
the present tense, non-verbal predicates do not
require an overt copula, and the negative element
appears without one accordingly. By contrast, in
contexts where the non-negated counterpart re-
quires an overt copula, the copula is also realized
in the negative construction; for example, it must
be expressed in the past tense with the negative
element, as shown in (6).°

(6) a. Ben doktor degil *(i-di-m).
1sG doctor NEG COP-PST-1SG

‘| was not a doctor.”®

b. Men mokryp smec *(3sem).
Men doktur emes *(ele-m).
1sG doctor NEG COP;PST-1SG

‘| was not a doctor.’

While the occurrence of two copular elements
within a single predication domain is not entirely
inconceivable, such cases render the behavior of
the negative element more obvious and provide
tentative evidence against analyzing it as a copula
in this construction.

A further argument against analyzing the nega-
tive element as a copular verb comes from agree-
ment patterns. As illustrated in (5) and (6), subject
agreement appears on the negative element only in
the absence of an overt copula. For convenience,
we repeat the Turkish examples in (7). In example
(7a), the negative element bears first person sin-
gular agreement in the absence of an overt copula.
Example (7b) illustrates the corresponding struc-
ture in which the negative element co-occurs with
an overt copula, and the agreement suffix is real-
ized on the copular verb rather than on the negative
element. Together, these examples highlight the
complementary distribution of agreement marking
between the negative element and the overt copula
in non-verbal predication contexts.

(7) a. Ben doktor degil-im.
1sG doctor NEG-1SG
‘l am not a doctor.’
b. Ben doktor degil i-di-m.
1sG doctor NEG COP-PST-1SG

‘l was not a doctor.’

This distribution shows that agreement morphol-
ogy is realized on the negative element in environ-
ments where the copula is absent. Importantly, this
does not imply that the negative element functions

5As the Azerbaijani example is parallel to the Turkish
one, it is not illustrated separately here.

5The notation *(X) indicates that the element in paren-
theses is obligatory; its omission renders the sentence
ungrammatical.

as a copular verb. Rather, the data are consistent
with the interpretation that the negative element
is part of the predicate phrase, serving as the lo-
cus for the morphological expression of person and
number features when no overt copula is present.

Second, the subject agreement suffixes realized
on the negative element are morphologically iden-
tical to those appear on nouns, adjectives, and
adverbs when they function as predicates in the
present tense, i.e. in the absence of an overt cop-
ula. By contrast, the verbal copula employs a dis-
tinct set of subject agreement morphemes. This
contrast is clearly illustrated by the Kyrgyz data (c.f.
Kasieva et al., 2023), which show that the agree-
ment suffix attached to the negative element in (8a)
patterns with the nominal/adverbial predicate agree-
ment type in (8b), and differs from that realized on
the copula in (8c), thereby making the distinction
between the two paradigms explicit.

(8) a. Men gokTyp 3MecMuH.
Men doktur emes-min.
1sG doctor NEG-1SG

‘l am not a doctor.’

b. Men gokTypMyH / mapKTambIH.
Men doktur-mun / park-ta-min.
1sG doctor-1sG / park-Loc-1sG

‘| am a doctor/at the park.’

C. Men mapkra  3J€M.
Men park-ta ele-m.
1sG park-LOC COP;PST-1SG

‘| was at the park.’

The morphological similarity of the agreement
markers on the negative element to those found
on nominal, adjectival, and adverbial predicates in
copula-less clauses further distinguishes it from the
verbal copula, which uses a distinct set of agree-
ment morphemes.” This mismatch provides inde-
pendent evidence against analyzing the negative
element as a copular or auxiliary element.

Overall, the data support viewing the negative
element as a polarity-sensitive element operating
within the predicate domain rather than as a verbal
or copular head. Its verbal-like agreement morphol-
ogy arises from its structural position: agreement
surfaces on the negative element only when the
copula is absent, without requiring a specific repre-
sentation of a null copula.

7 An alternative interpretation would be to analyze the
negative element as instantiating the predicate head in
copula-less clauses, given that it bears agreement mor-
phology identical to that found on nominal predicates.
While compatible with the morphological facts, pursuing
this analysis would require a broader reconsideration
of the structure of non-verbal predication in these lan-
guages.



Finally, in Turkish and Azerbaijani, the negative
element occupies a fixed position within the predi-
cate phrase, intervening between the nominal pred-
icate and the verbal copula. While its surface posi-
tion is invariant, the interpretation of the negation
may vary: it can be understood as targeting the en-
tire predicate or a specific constituent within it, such
as a modifier. For instance, in a sentence like “I
was not a good doctor” in (9), the negative element
may be interpreted as negating the entire predicate
(the individual was not a doctor at all) or only the
modifier (the individual was a doctor, but not a good
one). Since the position of the negative element
does not vary, disambiguation relies on context or
on explicit linguistic devices (e.g. Ben iyi bir doktor
degil, iyi bir hemsireydim ‘1 was not a good doctor,
but a good nurse’). Its consistent adjacency to the
copula and integration within the predicate phrase
suggest that it is structurally part of the predicate
and functions as a polarity-sensitive element, rather
than as a freely mobile or independent auxiliary.

(9) Beniyi bir  doktor degil
1sG good INDEF doctor NEG
i-di-m.

COP-PST-1SG
‘| was not a good doctor.’

In contrast, in Kyrgyz the position of the negative
element within the predicate phrase is less clearly
fixed. It appears to be structurally flexible in that it
can follow different constituents within the predicate
phrase, possibly depending on which part is being
negated. At the same time, there is a tendency
for it to occur immediately after the constituent in
its scope. This pattern suggests that the negative
element can take scope over internal modifiers of
non-verbal predicates: in (10a), it follows the ad-
jective and is interpreted as negating it, whereas in
(10b), it follows the entire nominal predicate and is
interpreted as negating the predicate as a whole.

(10)

a. Men >kakIbl aMec JOKTYD

Men jakst  emes doktur
1sG good NEG doctor
SJIEM.

ele-m.

COP;PST-1SG

‘ was not a good doctor.” (I was a doctor,
but not a good one.)®

b. Men >kaximbl TOKTYp 3Mec
Men jakst  doktur emes
1sG good  doctor NEG

8While (10a) is grammatically acceptable, the
adjective-negating interpretation may be reinforced by
prosodic stress on the adjective or by the addition of the
focus particle nese ‘even, indeed'.

SJIEM.
ele-m.
COP;PST-18G

‘| was not a good doctor.” (I was not a
doctor at all.)

In sum, in Azerbaijani, Kyrgyz, and Turkish, the
negative element does not behave as a copula or
an auxiliary. In contexts where the non-verbal pred-
icate in the non-negated clause does not require
an overt copula, no copula appears in the negative
construction. Agreement morphology surfaces on
the negative element only in the absence of the cop-
ula, and the forms of these markers are identical to
those found on nominal, adjectival, and adverbial
predicates. The negative element occupies a fixed
position within the predicate phrase, consistently
following the non-verbal predicate. Together, these
patterns indicate that, across all three languages,
the negative element is structurally integrated within
the predicate domain and functions as the locus for
agreement realization.

4. Proposed analysis

Building on the grammatical and positional patterns
outlined above, we now turn to the analysis of the
negative element. Across the constructions illus-
trated in Azerbaijani, Kyrgyz, and Turkish, the nega-
tive element behaves as an operator: it takes scope
over the constituent it negates and requires adja-
cency to establish a clear scope relationship. Its
position immediately preceding the copula, together
with the fact that agreement features appear on the
negative element only when the copula is absent,
further distinguishes it from a true copula or an
auxiliary. Taken together, these observations mo-
tivate a descriptive analysis in which the negative
element is treated as a phrasal operator associated
with non-verbal predicates rather than as a copula
or an auxiliary.

Within the framework of Universal Dependencies,
this interpretation can be captured by assigning the
negative element the part-of-speech tag Apv and
the dependency relation advmod:neg.® This anal-
ysis accommodates its operator-like behavior, ad-
jacency requirements, and interaction with covert
copulas, providing a linguistically informed and ty-
pologically consistent annotation strategy for Turkic
treebanks. A closely related analysis is already
attested in the UD Turkish—-German SAGT tree-
bank (Cetinoglu and Céltekin, 2023), where degil

®Note that analyzing the negative element as an ad-
verb (ADV) is not contradicted by the presence of agree-
ment markers on it: in Turkic languages, adverbs can
take agreement morphology when functioning as predi-
cates (Kornfilt, 2013), and this agreement is associated
with the predicate as a whole rather than the adverb itself.



is consistently annotated with the relation advmod
and the POS tag PART (Getinoglu and Céltekin,
2023). Our proposal differs only in the choice of
POS tag (ADV rather than PART) and in the use
of the subtype advmod: neg to explicitly mark the
negation function. By distinguishing this element
from the copula, our approach ensures that UD
treebanks can more accurately reflect the syntactic
and semantic properties of negation in non-verbal
clauses across Turkic languages. The proposed
analysis is illustrated in Figure 2, showing UD anal-
yses of the Turkish examples in (3b) and (5¢), re-
spectively. Additionally, the Kyrgyz examples in
(10a) and (10b) are illustrated in Figure 3.

OOt

f(nsubjy\ (pavmod: negﬂ

Deniz doktor degil
PROPN NOUN ADV
Deniz doctor NEG

_

punct
( o)
[_(HSUbj)W ﬂadvmod:neg]
/ |

Ben doktor degil
PRON NOUN ADV
| doctor NEG

PUNCT

idim
AUX
coP

PUNCT

Figure 2: Proposed UD analyses of the Turkish
examples in (3b) and (5c), respectively, with degil
analyzed as ADV and advmod: neg.

When the negative element bears copular suf-
fixes, as in Turkish degildim (degil + i-di-m), the
bound copula and agreement morphology should
be segmented into a separate token following the
tokenization guidelines for Turkic copula construc-
tions proposed by Coltekin et al. (2026).

5. Conclusions

This study has examined the behavior of the nega-
tive element in non-verbal predicates across Azer-
baijani, Kyrgyz, and Turkish, focusing on its syntac-
tic position, interaction with the copula, and agree-
ment patterns. In Turkish and Azerbaijani, the neg-
ative element occupies a fixed position, intervening
between the nominal part of the predicate and the
copula, whereas in Kyrgyz it shows greater posi-
tional flexibility, consistently appearing immediately
after the constituent it negates. Across all three
languages, agreement appears on the negative el-

Men jaksi emes doktur elem
PRON ADJ ADV NOUN AUX PUNCT
| good NEG doctor corP
(amod) (afvmodneg)
7
Men jaksl doktur emes elem
PRON ADJ NOUN ADV AUX PUNCT

| good doctor NEG COP

Figure 3: Proposed UD analyses of the Kyrgyz ex-
amples in (10a) and (10b), respectively, with emes
analyzed as ADV and advmod:negq. In the first
tree, emes attaches to the adjective; in the second,
to the nominal predicate.

ement only when the copula is absent, highlighting
the distinction between the element itself and the
copula.

These patterns consequently support an analy-
sis in which the negative element is treated as a
phrasal operator associated with non-verbal predi-
cates rather than as a copula or auxiliary. Its fixed or
constrained positioning, adjacency requirements,
and interaction with agreement provide clear ev-
idence of its structural integration and functional
role within the clause.
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