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IIAbstract

Dion van Alem

“Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between 

copula encoding and negation strategies”

Under the direction of Leon Stassen and Bettelou Los

“The choice of languages to have a verbal or a non-verbal copula strategy is an 

unsolved case. The aim of this study is to provide an explanation for the choice 

languages make in this domain. A suspected correlation with negation strategies 

is investigated. For a sample of 61 languages from all over the world, equational 

copulative sentences are examined for their copula and negation strategies. This 

data is then compared to verbal main clauses in the affirmative and the nega-

tive in order to determine whether negation is encoded in the same manner. 

Two preferred configurations are found: languages with a verbal copula strategy 

generally have a single negation strategy for predicate and standard negation, 

whilst languages with a non-verbal copula strategy tend to require more nega-

tion strategies to cover both types of negation. The proposed explanation for this 

is that languages may prefer to have uniformity in their declarative and negative 

domains, leading them to the former configuration; languages with the latter 

configuration are perceived to have no interest in uniformity.”
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1. Introduction

Every language has a strategy to express equation, like in the sentence John is 

a doctor. This type of copular sentence is one of the most basic functions in lan-

guage. Everybody or everything is something, be it a father, a carpenter, an idiot 

or basically any other noun phrase that someone or something can be equated 

with. Not every language expresses it in the exact same way, though. Equation, 

like location (Your father is in Paris) and existence (There is light), is marked by a 

copula strategy, which can take several guises. These can be divided into two cat-

egories: the verbal copula and the non-verbal copula. English, for instance, has 

the copula verb be, while Russian has no copula whatsoever (a strategy referred 

to as ‘zero copula’) in the present tense. It is the job of a language typologist to 

find out why languages use different strategies for certain functions. Though a 

small number of attempts have been made to explain the mystery of the differ-

ent copula strategies, a satisfactory explanation has yet to be found. The aim 

of this thesis is to find that explanation. Because there is reason to believe that 

uniformity is a factor in languages, my proposition is that there is a correlation 

between negation strategies for predicate negation (John is not a doctor) and 

standard negation (John does not eat pizza) and the selection of either a verbal 

or a non-verbal copula strategy within a single language, in the sense that a lan-

guage that prefers uniformity will have a single negation strategy for predicate 

and standard negation and a verbal copula to straighten out the domain of de-

clarative sentences, whilst a language that has no interest in uniformity will have 

separate negation strategies and a non-verbal copula strategy. We shall return to 

this proposition later in section 1.2 after we have become more acquainted with 

the lingusitic domains that are examined in this investigation.

1.1 Definitions and other relevant background information

Before the investigation itself is discussed, it is crucial to establish what exactly 

is referred to with the term ‘copula’. We need to settle on a definition of this 

phenomenon to provide focus to this investigation. Once we have established 

a basic understanding of the copula, we need a general understanding of nega-

tion as well. We shall then review the four basic shapes the copula can take and 
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how the notion of these different encoding strategies may result in a problematic 

analysis for certain languages. We shall also look at a map from the World Atlas 

of Language Structures that shows us the distribution of languages with overt 

copula marking and those that have no copula marking. Finally, there shall be a 

review of what other typological studies have concluded about the copula.

1.1.1 Defining the copula

The aim of this section is to settle on a definition for the copula. Before we can do 

that, it is important to know when the copula is used. We have already seen ex-

amples of types of copulative sentences in the introduction, so for now we shall 

suffice with the basic notion that there are equational, locational and existential 

copulative sentences. Because this investigation needs to be limited to a manage-

able scope, only equational sentences will be reviewed. These sentences express 

the most basic copular function. This function can be described with a little bit 

of mathematics, because the concept of equation is also used there. The formula 

x=y is the basic framework of an equational sentence. With the addition of a 

subject, a predicate, and a form of copula marking, it turns out like example (1) 

from the German language.

(1) mein Vater  ist                         ein Schatz.        GERMAN

 my    father COP.3SG.PRES   a    sweetheart

 “My father is a sweetheart.” (own data)

The predicate in a copulative sentence, which is typically intransitive1, can be 

nominal like in (1). This is not the only kind of predicate. Other types are the 

non-copulative verbal predicates (John sleeps), which encode events, adjectival 

predicates (John is thin), which express a property or quality of the subject and 

adverbial predicates (John is in his car), which belong to the territory of the loca-

tional subdomain of copulative sentences (Stassen 1997: 13). Because this study 

focuses on equational copulative sentences, verbal predicates and adverbial 

1 Pustet (2003) notes that “copulas are typically intransitive”. This does not rule out the existence 
of transitive copulas. Languages like Basque and Koasati do have transitive copulas (2003: 7).
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predicates are excluded. Adjectival predicates are excluded as well for the fact 

that in some languages, adjectives are treated as verbs and this would conflict 

with the analysis of the copula. The choice for nominal predication as the main 

kind of predication to be examined here is motivated by the notion that “if a 

language allows zero encoding at all, this encoding will always be employed 

with predicate nominals, even if no other predicate category can be encoded 

this way (1997: 64)”.

 Within the copulative domain, it is perceived that equation is a separate 

category from the combined category of locational and existential sentences. 

This is relevant because the choice of copula strategy is not necessarily the 

same between the two categories. Amharic (discussed in 4.2.3.1.1) is an exam-

ple of this, because in this language there is a copula in the locational/existen-

tial category, but not in the equational category. This may enable a diachronic 

development in the copular domain where one subdomain, typically the lo-

cational or existential, may take over another subdomain, typically the equa-

tional strategy, with its encoding strategy. This phenomenon has been labelled 

‘Identity Takeover’ (Stassen 1997: 111), which is also relevant in relation to 

the type of predication, because “predicate categories can be encoded by their 

prototypical strategy (if they have one), they can be taken over completely by 

the encoding of some other predicate category, but it is also possible that their 

encoding is divided or split up between two (or even three) different strategies 

(1997: 615)” )”, a tendency that is known as ‘Switching’ (Ibid.). In addition to 

that, “we must consider predicate nominals as a category which is essentially 

similar to predicative adjectives: the encoding of both these categories will al-

ways be a case of takeover, since neither of them has an encoding strategy of 

its own (1997: 111)”.

 Now that we have established in what contexts a copula can occur and 

have limited these contexts down to a manageable scope for this investiga-

tion, we need to find a definition of the copula. This definition should limit 

the notion of the copula down to the scope of this study, so that it will be clear 

from this point on what exactly is meant when the term ‘copula’ is used in the 

context of this investigation. Curnow (1999) presents the following restrictive 
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definition of his notion of the nominal predication copula construction, includ-

ing equation (divided into identity and group membership here) but excluding 

existence and location:

This definition sums up what the copula will represent in this thesis. It is a nar-

row definition that focuses on the most typical and basic copulative functions. 

This way, the data examined and presented will be alike and goals set for this 

investigation will remain clear through the entire presentation. I will therefore 

not expand upon any other type of copula sentence than equational sentences 

with a nominal predicate.

1.1.2 Defining negation

Negation is generally considered to be the marked category as opposed to the 

affirmative (Miestamo 2005: 7). Despite this markedness, negation is a universal 

feature that is expressed in every human language (Miestamo 2005: 5; Veseli-

nova 2006: 2). Greenberg (1966: 50) claims that negation is always marked 

overtly, but in the Igbo language (Miestamo 2005: 119) and a handful of Dra-

vidian languages (2005: 121) it does not receive overt marking. Instead, these 

languages express negation by the absence of tense marking in the negative. 

When negation does receive overt marking, “the negative marker can be a non-

inflecting element, bound or free (i.e. a particle, a clitic or an affix), or it can be 

an inflecting element – a negative verb (2005: 5)”. 

 In this investigation, two types of negation will be examined: standard 

negation and predicate negation. Standard negation refers to the negation of a 

declarative verbal main clause (John eats pizza becomes John does not eat pizza). 

Payne (1985) distinguishes four types of standard negation: negative particles, 

“A copula construction is defined as the most basic construc-
tion or constructions which a language uses to encode the 
meanings of: (a) identity of two participants normally encoded 
as noun phrases in that language (for example, ‘that man is my 
father’, ‘that woman is Mary’); and (b) group membership or 
classification using noun phrases (for example, ‘that woman is 
a doctor’).” (1999: 1-2)
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morphological (affixal) negation, negative verbs (negative auxiliaries and higher 

negative verbs) and negative nouns. Standard negation has been explored by Mi-

estamo (2005), and since his definition of this phenomenon will be adopted for 

the present study, it seems most appropriate to present it in his words. Note that 

copulative sentences are excluded from his definition. 

Predicate negation is the strategy used to negate a copulative sentence (John is a 

doctor becomes John is not a doctor). This can be achieved with a bound or a free 

negative particle like in standard negation, but the negator could also be a nega-

tive counterpart of the copula. Unfortunately, no major work has been written 

about predicate negation, which leaves us to come up with our own definition 

that needs to be appropriate to the scope of this investigation. This definition is 

inspired by Miestamo’s definition of standard negation.

This study is built on the notion that there are two encoding options in the do-

main of negation (which has been limited down to standard and predication as 

noted above). The first option is that the formation of predicate negation and 

standard negation is achieved with the same negator. The other option is that 

each has its own negation strategy. Kahrel (1996) confirms the existence of these 

two suggested configurations. We shall see in chapter four that neither of these 

configurations can be considered marginal. 

“A standard negation construction is a construction whose func-
tion is to modify a verbal declarative main clause expressing a 
proposition p in such a way that the modified clause expresses 
the proposition with the opposite truth value to p, i.e. ~p, or 
the proposition used as the closest equivalent to ~p in case the 
clause expressing ~p cannot be formed in the language, and 
that is (one of) the productive and general means the language 
has for performing this function.” (2005: 42)

“A predicate negation construction is a construction whose 
function is to modify an equational copulative sentence ex-
pressing a proposition p in such a way that the modified clause 
expresses the proposition with the opposite truth value to p.”
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The role of negation in unraveling the mystery surrounding the copula will be as-

sessed in chapter 4 and 5 of this thesis. An assumed correlation between the two 

domains forms the basis of this investigation, which examines the proposition 

that languages either have a desire for uniformity within these domains or they 

do not and that this characteristic of a language will affect both  the number of 

negation strategies it requires as well as its choice of copula strategy. This propo-

sition will be discussed in greater detail in section 1.2.

1.1.3 Four strategies for copula marking

Though it is the Western perception that the copula is by definition a verb, in 

reality it takes several different guises across the languages of the world. Curnow 

(1999: 3-4), like Nordlinger and Sadler (2007: 143), identifies four different pos-

sible strategies for the encoding of equation. We shall see that a copula can be a 

full verb, but it could also surface as another free overt element like a particle or 

a pronoun. The copula can also be expressed as a bound inflectional element or 

it can be omitted altogether, a strategy that is referred to as ‘zero copula’. Based 

on Curnow’s sample, about half of the world’s languages can be said to make 

use of just one of these strategies, while the rest of them use two or sometimes 

even three. In the latter case, the choice for a certain strategy “depends upon 

discourse and grammatical factors such as tense and aspect, polarity, the status 

of the clause as main or subordinate, the person of the copula subject, and the se-

mantic relation expressed (identification or classification) (Curnow 1999: 2-3)”. 

In the following subsections, these four different strategies will be discussed and 

illustrated individually, and afterwards, we shall consider some problem that 

may arise in determining which copula strategy a language uses.

1.1.3.1 The verbal copula strategy

The verbal copula construction encodes the copular function through the use of a 

copula verb that connects the subject with the predicate. Often this verb is conju-

gated, but is not obligatory. The verbal copula encoding strategy is illustrated in 

examples (2) from the Indo-European French langauge and (3) from the Uralic/

Finno-Ugric language.



16
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

1.  Introduction

(2) elle  est                  ma mere.           FRENCH 

 she  COP.3SG.PRS my mother

 “She is my mother.” (own data)

(3) tema    on                     õpetaja.                 ESTONIAN 

 he/she  COP.3SG.PRS  teacher.

 “He/she is a teacher.” (own data)

This strategy is the most familiar to speakers of Dutch, English and many 

other (but not all) Indo-European languages. The fact that in the most com-

monly taught languages (English, Spanish, French, German, Portuguese, Ital-

ian) in the Western world equation is expressed with a copula verb forms the 

basis of Western bias that this strategy is the standard. Statistically, this is 

in incorrect, as 45 percent of the languages allow for the omission of copula 

marking. That strategy is know as it the ‘zero copula’ and will be discussed 

in subsection 1.1.3.4.

1.1.3.2 The particle copula strategy

The particle copula strategy is not unlike the verbal copula strategy at face 

value: two elements are equated by means of an overt element, the only dif-

ference being that in this strategy, this element is not a verb, as it does not 

inflect. Sometimes the particle is inflected, but only for categories different 

from those of the verb (Curnow 1999: 3). In Irish Gaelic, the copula is a par-

ticle that expresses identification or a definition. It carries no inflection for 

person or number and may be complemented by a noun, pronoun, adjective 

or topicalised phrase. An example of the Irish Gaelic particle copula strategy 

is (4) below. Another example of the particle copula is (5) from the English/

Portuguese creole language of Saramaccan, which is spoken in Surinam and 

French Guiana.
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(4)  is     mise  an   múinteoir.                      IRISH GAELIC

 COP  I      the  teacher.

 “I am the teacher.” (Irish Syntax, 2010, ¶ 8.2)

(5)  hɛn  da      dÌ   Gaam.           SARAMACCAN

 he    COP  the  chief

 “He’s the chief.” (McWhorter 1995: 349)

Stassen (1997) discusses the pronominal copula, which is formally comparable 

to the particle copula in the sense that it is an overt element that does not inflect 

and that it “may be grammaticalized to a greater or lesser degree, ranging from 

cases in which they are used exclusively as a linking morpheme in predicate 

nominal sentences (1997: 85)”. It differs from the particle copula in the sense 

that it is or has obviously been derived from a personal or demonstrative pro-

noun. Consider example (6) from Palestinian Arabic.

(6) il     rozzal  huwwe                usta:z   mni:h.            PALESTINIAN ARABIC

 DEF man    COP.3SG.MASC  teacher good

 “The man is a good teacher.” (Li & Thompson 1977: 432)

We can see from the transcription in example (6) that this pronominal copula 

agrees with the subject for person, number and gender. This is unlike the particle 

copula. Nevertheless, as the pronominal copula is a marginal strategy and it is 

formally closest the particle copula as a free non-verbal element, the two will be 

considered part of the same strategy in this investigation.

1.1.3.3 The inflectional copula strategy

The inflectional copula strategy, like the particle copula strategy discussed di-

rectly above, uses a non-verbal copula element, “often deriving originally from 

a pronoun or demonstrative (Nordlinger & Sadler 2009: 140)”. A morphological 

element is tagged on to the predicate and displays some level of agreement with 

the subject. Curnow’s definition states that with this strategy, a language “treats 
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the copula complement as though it were a verb” (1999: 3), in that the predicate 

is inflected. Examples of this construction are (7) from the Uto-Aztecan language 

of Pipil (discussed in greater detail in 4.2.2.8), spoken in El Salvador, and (8) 

from Turkish (discussed in 4.1.2.19).

(7) ni            -ta:kat.         PIPIL

 1SG.SUBJ-man

 “I am a man.” (Campbell 1985: 54)

(8) aday  -ım.            TURKISH

 island-1SG

 “I am an island.” (Turkish Copula, 2010, ¶ 1)

Curnow’s definition of the inflectional copula strategy is supported for Turkish 

by Zwart (2002), who notes that “in general, the Turkish verb shows the organi-

zation […] verbal noun + copula (2002: 31)”. We can see this in example (8) 

the subject is only expressed as an inflection on the nominal predicate.

1.1.3.4 The zero copula strategy

Finally, there is the zero copula strategy, which has no marking for nominal 

predication. This means that instead of linking two noun phrases (following 

Curnow’s restrictive definition) with an overt copular element, no marking 

is present2; the two noun phrases are simply juxtaposed. The zero copula 

construction is illustrated by examples (9) from Turkish (which uses the “in-

flectional” copula strategy as well) and (10) from the Micronesian language 

of Mokilese.  

2 Sato (2009) makes an interesting argument to explain the status of verbal nouns in Japanese, 
saying that a phonologically null copula, acting as a ‘light verb’, “combines with a verbal noun 
to derive a complex verb in Japanese” (2009: 1). Particularly interesting about this is the sug-
gestion that the absence of a copula does not have to mean that it is not there; Sato argues that 
the copula in question could simply be silent rather than absent. A similar analysis about Tongan 
was done by Ball (2009), who states that “an obvious approach to non-verbal clauses is to sup-
pose that non-verbal clauses do have a verb, albeit one with no phonological content (2009: 3)”.
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(9) Abbas yolcu.             TURKISH 

 Abbas traveller

 “Abbas is a traveller.” (Turkish Copula, 2010, ¶ 1)

(10) John  padahk-men.         MOKILESE

 John teacher -INDEF

 “John is a teacher.” (Harrison 1976: 158)

If permitted at all, zero copulas are often limited to certain contexts. Examples 

of this are plentiful. In Russian, the zero copula is used with nominal predication 

in the present only. In Lithuanian, the copula can be left out only in the present 

perfect; in Russian, the copula cannot be omitted in the past tense (Wiemer 

2006: 38). In Hungarian, copula omission is restricted to the present tense third 

person singular and plural. In certain cases “the copula is omitted in another 

person than the third and another tense than the present”, however, “examples 

come almost exclusively from poetry” (Sebeok 1943: 321). Sebeok’s account of 

the complex language contact situation in the Hungarian language area suggest 

Sprachbund effects (although Sebeok himself does not mention the term), i.e. 

verbal copula in the Romance and Germanic languages and zero copula in the 

Slavonic languages, with the exception of Serbo-Croatian (1943: 326). Examples 

(13) and (14) show the absence of the copula in the third person present tense 

in Hungarian.

(13) Ők      emberek.              HUNGARIAN

 they    humans

 “They are humans.” (Copula (linguistics), 2010, ¶ 2.2)

(14) mi   emberek   vagyunk.              HUNGARIAN

 we  humans   COP.3PL.PRS

 “We are humans.” (Copula (linguistics), 2010, ¶ 2.2)
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Stassen (1997) notes that the present tense is the tense in which the zero copula 

would minimally occur. This is the situation in Russian, which has zero copula 

only for the present tense. With this example and that of Hungarian in mind, the 

rule for minimal distribution of zero copulas can be drawn up. The following 

citation gives Stassen’s formulation of this rule:

The extensiveness of this discussion about the zero copula strategy is fueled by 

the attention it has received in the literature. From the point of view of West-

ern linguistics, this strategy needs to be explained. The absence of some kind of 

copula marking appears alien to a Westerner, and therefore research should the 

answer the question why languages would have a zero copula. In the present 

investigation, this biased notion is turned on its head and instead, we want find 

out why a language would want to have a verbal copula.

1.1.3.5 Possible difficulties with strategy identification

The option of four available and distinct copula encoding strategies may some-

times result in a problem when trying to determine which strategy a language 

uses. Curnow (1999) mentions the example of Mandarin Chinese, which has 

little or no morphology3. Since the verbal copula is often a somewhat defective 

verb, it may be hard to determine in such cases whether one is dealing with a 

verb or a particle. Stassen (1997) concludes that Mandarin Chinese has a copula 

that has been derived from a resumptive pronoun (1997: 83), which does not 

exclude the possibility that it is treated like a verb in the language. Chinese will 

be reviewed in greater detail later on in section 4.1.1.5 and we will find that 

the Chinese copula shì should indeed be analysed as a verb. In relation to the 

problem posed by Mandarin Chinese, Curnow wonders if “in a language with no 

verbal morphology, […] an unmarked copula complement [will be] treated like 

“If a language allows a zero copula, it will minimally select 
this option for predicate nominal sentences in the present tense 
with a third-person subject.” (1997: 65)

3 Curnow also notes that “there is often formal identity between a copula verb and an auxiliary used 
to encode tense, aspect and other verbal features (1999: 2)”.
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a verb in an “inflectional” copula construction, or simply unmarked in a “zero” 

copula construction? (1999: 5)”. The key may lie in the evidence of a dominant 

strategy in the language (Ibid.). 

The four distinct copula strategies need not be exclusive within a language. 

More than a single copula encoding strategy can be found within the same lan-

guage, as Paus (1997) illustrates with examples (11) and (12) from Cambodian. 

(11) rud.tiɛni   kmɛr          kɨɨ      pnum-piñ           CAMBODIAN 

 capital     Cambodia  COP  Phnom.Penh

 “The capital of Cambodia is Phnom Penh.”

(12) Pnum-piñ        ciə     rud.tiɛni   kmɛr.            CAMBODIAN

 Phnom.Penh   COP  capital     Cambodia

 “Phnom Penh is the capital of Cambodia.” (Paus 1997: 130)

Sentences (11) and (12) show that Cambodian uses both kɨɨ and ciə as copula. 

Paus notes that these two copulas have “essentially distinct functions; kɨɨ func-

tions primarily as an equative copula, linking a subject NP with a referential, or 

non-attributive, identificational predicate NP, while ciə functions primarily as a 

predicative copula, linking a subject NP with a non-referential, or attributive, 

predicate NP (1997: 131)”. Overlap exists, but in sentences that “permit both 

equative and predicative readings (Ibid.)”.

 I have stumbled upon problems like the ones discussed in this section 

in the analysis of this investigation. Often it is difficult to determine what the 

nature of a copula is or what the dominant strategy is. This is a challenge when 

studying this function of language, and perhaps this explains why the copula 

has not received a lot of attention in typological literature4, though the ‘Dummy’ 

4 There is, however, a plethora of sociolinguistic studies into African-American Vernacular English 
(AAVE), which often lacks a copula. Weldon (2003) provides a summary of the findings in Labov 
(1969): “Labov argued that the copula must belong to the underlying AAVE grammar. Further, 
Labov showed that with the predicates NP, ADJP, LOC, V+ing, and gon(na) and before not, finite 
forms of be varied between full, contracted, and “deleted” realizations. The “deleted” forms, he 



22
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

1.  Introduction

Hypothesis (discussed in section 1.1.5.1) may have contributed to that too. The 

fact that it is not all straightforward is part of what makes the copula fascinat-

ing. Helping this linguistic creature become a little less of a mystery is worth the 

extra effort required to come to a correct analysis.

1.1.4 Distribution of copula vs. zero copula

Thanks to Stassen’s (2008) map in the World Atlas of Language Structures, repro-

duced above as Image 1, we have access to an illustration of the distribution of 

copula strategies throughout the world. The map does not provide us with data 

for all copula strategies, but it does tell us where in the 386 language sample a 

argued, resulted from the application of low-level phonological rules, which removed the final con-
sonants of is and are after the vowels had been removed via contraction. This “deletion” rule was 
found not to operate on am, however, which appeared most often in contracted form (2003: 172)”. 
 Stewart (1967) adds an interesting semantic notion to the variability of the copula in 
AAVE: speakers of AAVE “make a grammatical and semantic distinction by means of ‘be’, illustrat-
ed by such constructions as he busy ‘he is busy (momentarily)’ or he workin’ ‘he is working (right 
now)’ as opposed to he be busy ‘he is (habitually) busy’ or he be workin’ ‘he is working (steadily)’ 
(1967: 4).” DeVere (1971) adds that “the grammar of non-black English is unable to make such 
distinctions (1971: 41)”. 
5 The fact that the zero copula construction is perceived as pidgin English, as my edition of Rus-
sian Without Toil calls the translation of Russian present tense nominal predication, is evidence of 
Western bias.

Image 1: The distribution of zero copula vs. overt copula (from Stassen (2008)). The grey dots in-
dicate the languages that allow copula omission and the red dots represent the languages that do not.
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zero copula is possible to encode nominal predication and where it is not. More 

than 45 percent of the languages in Stassen’s sample allow copula omission. In 

the other 55 percent, one of the other three copula encoding strategies (ver-

bal, particle or inflectional) is obligatory. These figures contradict the general 

Western perception that the verbal copula is the standard and the zero copula 

is a marginal oddity.

 Let us examine whether the allowance or disallowance of copula omis-

sion is bound to certain areas. In most major areas, both options are well repre-

sented but a few clusters do emerge. In North and Central America, disallowance 

is more frequent (let us not forget that 55 percent disallow the use of a zero 

copula), but nevertheless zero copula is still represented to a notable extent. In 

South America, the situation is a mirror image. Western and Northern Europe 

unanimously disallow the zero copula; Eastern Europe, bar the Balkan area, fa-

vours it. In the whole of Russia, zero copula is preferred but only slightly. Central 

Africa sees an even distribution, however, in the area from Guinea to Benin, zero 

copula is not represented. In Northern Africa, copula omission is unanimously al-

lowed; in the Caucasus, zero copula is not a possibility. South East Asia and India 

have a distribution of overt and zero copulas that is generally even, but in the 

Cambodia/Vietnam area zero copula is preferred. In and around the Philippines 

and Indonesia, the distribution is clustered; copula omission is more allowed 

than disallowed, especially on and around New Guinea. This area will prove to 

be significant in the analysis of part of the results of this investigation. Finally, 

in Australia, zero copula is preferred.

1.1.5 Functions ascribed to the copula

The main question to be answered through studies into the copula is “what (if 

any) is the principle on the basis of which the cross-linguistic distribution of full 

and zero copula encoding can be predicted? (Stassen 1997: 63)”. To answer that 

question, it may be useful to consider what the function of a copula could be. 

Three widely acknowledged syntactic functions have been ascribed to the copula 

(Pustet 2003: 2). These are listed directly below. 
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 a) “the function of a linker between subject and predicate

 b) the function of a syntactic ‘hitching post’ to which verbal inflec 

  tional categories can be attached [the ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis, dis 

  cussed in 1.1.4.1]

 c) the function of a syntactic predicator which is added to lexemes  

  that do not form predicates on their own” (Ibid.)

Pustet (2003) concludes that in fact none of these syntactic functions that have 

been ascribed to the copula can account for the distribution of overt and zero 

copulas. This inconclusiveness leads to the following, rather bare definition of 

the notion of a ‘copula’ that is descriptive rather than explanatory: “A copula is 

a linguistic element which co-occurs with certain lexemes in certain languages 

when they function as predicate nucleus. A copula does not add any semantic 

content to the predicate phrase it is contained in (Pustet 2003: 5).” But even 

this definition is “only applicable in languages which have the function of predi-

cate” though “serious arguments against the universality of the predicate func-

tion have never been proposed” (2003: 7). For their shallowness and lack of 

conclusiveness, these conclusion are a testament to how much there is still to be 

discovered about the copula.

1.1.5.1 The ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis

The ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis, which was conceived in Meillet (1906) tries to explain 

the copula and its absence or presence by claiming it is “basically a “hat-rack” 

for categories of verbal morphology”, a semantically empty element used only to 

carry markers of tense, mood and aspect (TMA) (and perhaps also person, number 

and gender) (Stassen 1994: 112). This implies, for instance, that a zero copula 

would be explained by the notion that “it can be zero in those contexts in which 

these categories [of verbal morphology] are absent or unmarked” (1994: 112). 

 Since its conception, this ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis has been accepted as valid 

by linguists. Stassen (1994) claims this is motivated by the fact that it appears to 

work for Indo-European languages. But already within the boundaries of Indo-

European and Uralic languages, the ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis proves to be invalid, 
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as it “hardly addresses the question of why Russian requires a zero copula in 

the Present, while languages like English or Finnish explicitly forbid it (1994: 

113-114)” since “for all three languages, conditions in the verbal system are 

exactly the same, in that the Present Tense is the unmarked tense form (Ibid.)”. 

Although the ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis predicts that morphological inertness of verbs 

in a language warrants an overt copula, this meets with a lot of counterexamples 

from all over Africa and South-East Asia (1994: 120-124). Stassen concludes that 

“there does not seem to exist a universally valid connection between zero-full 

encoding of predicate nominals and the degree of bound TMA marking in verbal 

systems of languages” (1994: 124)6.

1.1.6 Complementary distribution between copula marking and 

‘construct state’ marking

A relationship has been proposed between the copula in equational clauses con-

sisting of two noun phrases (NP-NP) (like the man is carpenter) and the ‘construct 

state’ (best defined as the inflected form of a noun dependent on a following 

noun, with the combination expressing a genitive relationship, like in the phrase 

company premises), on the basis of the notion that that languages do “not allow 

the systematic use of the same formal niche for different functions” (Frajzyngier 

et al. 2002: 155). Frajzyngier et al. (2002) find that selected Chadic languages 

confirm the hypothesis in that if there is no marking for the ‘construct state’, 

there is a copula in NP-NP equational clauses. In languages where a copula is 

omitted, the ‘construct state’ is overtly marked.

Although Frajzyngier et al. try to work around it, their proposition has a hard 

time holding up when put in a global perspective. It becomes clear early on that 

these investigators have bent facts in favour of their hypothesis when it is put to 

6 Furthermore, Stassen (1994) argues that the ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis fails to explain why in lan-
guages like Hungarian, Avestan and Komi “zero encoding is obligatory with Third Person Pre-
sent of predicate nominals, while this zero encoding is forbidden for the Third Person Present 
of locational predicates”. It also fails to “account for the attested fact that, cross-linguistically, 
zero encoding is much more frequent with predicate nominals than it is with predicate loca-
tions” (1994: 114). Lastly, the ‘Dummy’ Hypothesis fails in that it predicts an obligatory full 
copula for languages without unmarked TMA forms. This, however, is not the case in, for ex-
ample, Sinhalese (1994: 115).
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the test with a selection of non-Chadic languages from other parts of the world7. 

A table summarising their data marks reinterpretations of facts that contradict 

the hypothesis in the standard grammars for 9 out of the 32 distinct languages 

included. This results in a series of glaring problems. They claim that two formal 

niches need different coding8 but prosody is disregarded as a factor. When it is 

needed to confirm the hypothesis, though, it is brought back in. At one point a 

copula is claimed to be ‘not obligatory’ because Frajzyngier et al. require the 

language to have a zero copula. They then come up with a language on the same 

page where ‘not obligatory’ means that the language is considered to have a 

copula. On the next page, ‘not obligatory’ means zero copula again. In their dis-

cussion of Polish, they announce two examples of equational sentences without 

a copula, and then produce two examples, the first with the verbal copula jest 

and the second with the particle copula to. Overall, a number of weak or even 

contradictory explanations, conditions and conclusions undermine a believable 

confirmation of their hypothesis.

1.1.7 A connection between copulas and negation

The present study is not the first to make an association between the copular 

domain and the domain of negation. Veselinova (2006) has conducted research 

into negation of copulative (non-verbal and existential) sentences because their 

exclusion from the definition of standard negation suggests that there may be 

a difference strategy between these types of negation. With a sample of 77 lan-

guages, some admittedly classified on the basis of insufficient material and not 

considering the relationship between negation and tense, she finds six general 

strategies, fairly evenly distributed over the globe:

 a) No distinction between standard, nominal and existential negation  

  (26% of sample)

7 North America is not included and the review of European languages is somewhat thin.
8 One language is included in which there is no morphological marking for either of the for-
mal niches. Although initially, one niche should have juxtaposition and the other had to be 
“marked by some other means” (Frajzyngier at al. 2002: 155), it is now enough that “func-
tional coding is achieved through the configuration of NPs based on their scopes (2002: 186)”.
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 b) Standard and nominal vs. existential negation (26%)

 c) Standard and existential vs. nominal negation (14%)

 d) Standard vs. nominal and existential negation (8%)

 e) Standard vs. existential negation, nominal negation unclear (8%)

 f) Three-way distinction (18%)

According to her additional statistics, of the 40 languages that have the same 

strategy for nominal (predicate) negation and standard negation, 21 must use a 

copula and 19 don’t have a copula. Of the remaining 31 languages in which dif-

ferent strategies are required (the other 6 are from the E-category where nomi-

nal negation is unclear), 18 do not use a copula, 6 may use a copula and 7 must 

use a copula (4 of which drop it in negation). She finds a correlation between 

the absence of a copula in nominal predication and different negation strate-

gies for nominal (predicate) and standard negation on the basis of these last 31 

languages, as the other 40 seem to be split through the middle. Since she does 

not elaborate on how to classify those languages that may use a copula, the en-

tire category of 40 languages that have the same negation strategy for nominal 

(predicate) and standard negation seems to consist of languages with a clearly 

defined copula situation and she has not the slightest consideration for pos-

sible diachronic effects. Her conclusions also provide no explanation for why a 

language would have a zero copula, because surely requiring separate negation 

strategies for nominal (predicate) and standard negation is not a likely reason 

for a language to shed its verbal copula strategy. Instead, what Veselinova pro-

vides us with is an indication that begs for further research into the connection 

between the copula and negation, and that is exactly what is planned for this 

investigation.

1.2 Discussion of the hypothesis

With the question of why languages have a zero copula unanswered thus far, 

the choice was made to reverse the question in this study and ask why lan-

guages would want to have a verbal copula. I propose that a preference for uni-

formity in the formation of its declarative sentences is what drives languages 
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to have a verbal copula as opposed to a non-verbal copula. If a sentence like 

John eats pizza requires a verb, it would be economical to have the same for-

mat for an equational sentence like John is a doctor, even if the verb in ques-

tion is semantically empty. 

 Languages do not all act alike, though, and if they did, typological stud-

ies like mine would become redundant. This variation in lingusitic behaviour 

is the reason that I believe that there are also languages that are not interested 

in uniformity. These are therefore likely to be rich in marking strategies. The 

notion that uniformity is something languages either do or do not prefer can-

not be accounted for without proof that if it applies to one linguistic domain, 

it also applies to another. This is because these same domains must also prove 

to act accordingly in languages that do not seek uniformity. Because there is a 

clear indication that there is connection between types of copula marking and 

the number of negation strategies required in a language (Veselinova 2006), 

the domain of negation shall be included in this investigation.

 Negation of verbal main clauses (henceforth ‘standard negation’) and 

negation of copulative sentences (limited here to equational sentences and 

henceforth referred to as ‘predicate negation’) can be expressed with different 

strategies within the same language, but they may also be expressed in the 

same manner. Assuming that the concept of uniformity applies and that nega-

tion is indeed connected to the copula, this leads to the following hypothesis: 

This shall be a synchronic investigation. As a result of this, language develop-

ment is not examined. The proposition that languages either do or not prefer 

Languages with verbal copula marking need only one negation 
strategy to cover both negation of equational copulative sen-
tences and declarative verbal main clauses, whereas languages 
with non-verbal copula marking require more than one nega-
tion strategy to cover these domains. 
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uniformity in certain domains suggests that languages that do have this prefer-

ence will develop towards uniformity. In the context of this investigation, this 

pertains to the development of a verbal copula if it is not yet there and econimi-

sation of negation strategies if there is more than a single strategy for predicate 

and standard negation. This will remain to be a suggestion, because it requires 

a diachronic study to confirm the notion that a language is undergoing or has 

undergone this development.
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2.1  Scope

Instead of adopting Curnow’s (1999) and Nordlinger and Sadler’s (2007) divi-

sion of the copulative domain into four marking strategies (verbal, particle/

pronominal, inflectional and zero), the present study divides the domain into 

verbal copula strategies and non-verbal copula strategies. This is because verbal 

and zero marking are the most common strategies found among the languages 

of the world, and including the other two as separate but marginal categories 

would seem pointless. The only logical way to divide the four strategies into two 

is by separating verbal from non-verbal strategies. This division is supported 

by Stassen (1997), where observations are made about the pronominal/particle 

copula strategy, linking this strategy to the zero copula strategy, saying that 

“they are two different manifestations of some general encoding strategy, which 

is prototypical of nominal predicates (1997: 91)”9. Therefore, in further discus-

sion below, ‘zero’ shall refer to zero marking as well as particle/pronominal and 

inflectional marking. The choice was made limit the scope to the most typical 

form of copulative sentence, which is the equational sentence with a nominal 

predicate, assessed here in the affirmative and the negative. The selection of 

nominal predication as the main kind of predication to be assessed here is moti-

vated by Stassen’s (1997) notion that “if a language allows zero encoding at all, 

this encoding will always be employed with predicate nominals, even if no other 

predicate category can be encoded this way (1997: 64)”. To serve the examina-

tion of standard negation, affirmative and negative verbal main clauses consist-

ing minimally of a subject, a main verb and direct object are reviewed. 

9 This claim is backed up by three notions. Firstly, the use of zero copula and pronominal/particle 
copula to link subject and predicate “seems to be restricted to nominal predication; it is hardly 
ever documented with verbal or locational predicates”. Secondly, on an areal level, the two 
strategies seem to complement each other, in the sense that “some languages from the area will 
have zero while their close neighbours will prefer a nonverbal copula” and that “in a number 
of languages both options are available”. Finally, like the constraints posed on zero encoding, 
nonverbal copulas “are often limited to occurring only in the present tense, or in the third person 
of the present tense”.
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2.2 Methodology

Once the hypothesis was conceived, it was decided that the sample should consist 

of 60 languages. For each language, I investigated whether its equational copula 

sentences contain a verbal or a non-verbal copula strategy and how this type of 

sentence as well as declarative verbal main clauses are negated. Because conclu-

sive citations and examples were required to build a proper case here, the use of an 

existing database was not an option. All data needed to be derived from grammars 

and other linguistic sources. The list below illustrates what type of sentences were 

required in this investigation.

  John is a doctor.

  John is not a doctor.

  John eats pizza.

  John does not eat pizza.

Surprisingly, considering how basic these sentences are, not nearly all grammars con-

tained the information I needed. It took a lot of these grammars to build a decent 

sample. I had to rely partly on Internet sources and other linguistic publications found 

there to eventually end up with a complete sample. For some languages, as can be 

seen in chapter 4, several sources were needed to complete the picture, while in other 

cases one grammar would be comprehensive enough to present a clear image of the 

language in the light of this investigation. Some support was provided by combining 

data from Stassen (1997) with data from Miestamo (2005), though not as much as I 

had hoped for. For two languages, Dutch (found in 4.1.1.11 ) and Russian (4.2.3.3.2), 

I relied mostly on personal knowledge for examples and conclusions. Other languages 

often required lengthy Internet searches for additional information or a second opin-

ion. Data collection was initially done without consideration for a fair distribution of 

the sample over the world. I eventually balanced the sample out as much as possible 

by looking for data of languages from particular areas. In the process of making up the 

order of the languages in the sample to be able to design Image 2 below, I came across 

data of Russian, a language I somehow managed to neglect altogether. I added it to 

the sample at the last moment, bringing the total of languages to 61 rather than 60.
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3. Sample

Though the languages I have collected will be presented one by one when the 

results of this investigation are discussed in chapter 4, I would now like to give 

a brief introduction to the sample. Image 2 illustrates how my sample is distrib-

uted across the map of the world. The information needed for this investigation 

was not presented fully in all grammars, as noted above, and because of that fact, 

to some extent I had to take what I could find. This means that there has been 

some convenience sampling, which results in a somewhat uneven distribution 

across Africa and South America and a dearth of North American examples. 

 In the discussion of results in chapter 4, these languages are divided into 

several categories on the basis of the hypothesis. Those categories are repre-

sented in Image 2 through the use of several colours. First, I shall explain which 

category of languages each colour represents. 

  Blue represents those languages that have a verbal copula in equa- 

  tional sentences and one negation strategy for predicate negation  

  and standard negation

  Red represents those languages that have a non-verbal copula in  

  equational sentences and different negation strategies for predicate  

  and standard negation

  Brown represents the ‘token’ languages that support the hypothesis  

  by being both ‘red’ and ‘blue’ (see directly above)

  Dark green, which is only needed for Japanese here, means that  

  this is a counterexample because it has a verbal copula but differ- 

  ent negation strategies

  ‘Medium’ green represents the undeniable counterexamples that  

  have a non-verbal copula and one negation strategy

  Light green represents the special cases among the counterexam- 

  ples which show signs of development towards the hypothesis
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What is especially helpful about using colours is that areas of interest may identify 

themselves on the map. The most remarkable finding here is the fact that there is 

a cluster of undeniable counterexamples on and around New Guinea. This leaves 

the suspicion that there is areal influence in this area, causing these languages to 

step out of line unanimously with the majority of languages in the world. 

As noted, all these 61 languages will be discussed separately in chapter 4. To pro-

vide a more comprehensive overview of my findings, I have provided Table 1, 

which is included at the end of this thesis in the Appendix. It serves the purpose 

of naming the languages behind the numbers in Image 1 as well as summarising 

what will be presented in greater detail in the subsequent discussion of results.

Image 2: The distribution of the 61 languages used in this investigation. More information 
in the text below.
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4. Discussion of results

In this chapter, the results of the investigation are presented in a detailed manner, 

giving appriopriate attention to each language in the sample. The extensiveness 

of the discussion for each language depends on the quality and nature of the 

data, and as such variations are unavoidable. This chapter has been divided into 

two main section: section 4.1 covers the 45 languages that support the hypoth-

esis and section 4.2 discusses the 16 counterexamples.

4.1 Support for the hypothesis

The following section is a presentation of the languages in the sample that sup-

port the hypothesis. 45 out of the 61 languages fall into this category. They are 

divided up into three categories: those that have a verbal copula and the same 

negation strategy for bot predicate and standard negation  (section 4.1.1), those 

that have a zero copula and require different strategies for predicate and stand-

ard negation (section 4.1.2) and the ‘token’ languages that support the hypoth-

esis in both the aforementioned ways (section 4.1.3).

4.1.1 Verbal copula, same negation strategy for predicate and 

standard negation

In this section, the 21 languages in the sample that have a verbal copula and a 

shared negation strategy for predicate and standard negation are discussed, each 

in their own subsection.

4.1.1.1 Nkore-Kiga (Niger-Congo/Bantoid/Southern)

Nkore-Kiga is a Bantu language spoken in 

Uganda by over 1,5 million people (2002 

census). The language is also known as, 

among other names, Chiga. It has an affirm-

ative copula and a negative copula. This is 

illustrated in examples (15) to (17) below.
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(15) Ntare  ni          -yo  manzi

 Ntare  AFFCOP-it   hero

 “Ntare is a hero.” (Taylor 1985: 129)

(16) n’ekirabyo

 AFFCOP.flower

 “It’s a flower.” (Taylor 1985: 59)

(17) ti            -kyo  kirabyo

 NEGCOP-it      flower

 “It isn’t a flower.” (Taylor 1985: 58)

Taylor (1985) notes that “the copula in Nkore-Kiga equivalent to the be-copula 

in English is obligatory (1985: 37)”. On the basis of the map on page 488 of the 

World Atlas Of Language Structures, where zero copula is deemed impossible for 

this language, I conclude that the copula in Nkore-Kiga is verbal.

The negative copula element found in example (17) above, ti, is in fact also used 

for standard negation (Taylor 1985: 58). Example (18) below illustrates this. 

Unfortunately a present tense example could not be retrieved, so therefore it is 

in past tense. Nevertheless it shows how the same element, however clipped by 

the presence of the vowel that succeeds it, is used as negation.

(18) t      -a  -nyweire

 NEG-he-YESTERDAY.drink

 “He didn’t drink.”

What can be deduced from this data is that Nkore-Kiga has a verbal copula and 

uses the same strategy to negate both copulative sentences and declarative ver-

bal main clauses. Therefore, this language supports the hypothesis.



36
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

4.1.1.2 Babungo (Niger-Congo/Bantoid/Southern)

A small Bantu language spoken in the 

southwest of Cameroon, Babungo counts 

a mere 27,000 speakers (2008 figure). It 

is related to Nkore-Kiga discussed above 

in subsection 4.1.1.1, as they are both 

from the Southern branch of the Bantu 

languages; however, this language fam-

ily is divided into so many sublevels that 

the closeness of the relation is hard to 

determine. Let us see how they compare, 

starting with nominal predication, which is illustrated in examples (19) and (20).

(19) Làmbí kɨ         bíi        wúu     nyo’       yíbwe

 Lambi PERST still-be person stomach bad

 “Lambi is still a wicked man.” (Schaub 1985: 49)

(20) tíi        ŋwaa   lùu  wúu      ndâa

 father  my      be   person  smithy

 “My father is a blacksmith.” (Schaub 1985: 50)

This looks like a confusing situation, as there seem to be two different verbal 

copulas. The following words from Schaub (1985) shed light on this:

Even despite this distinction, both copulas are verbal. Next, we will take a look 

at a verbal main clause (21) and how sentences like those would be negated (22).

“There is an overt copula lùu ‘be’ [in Babungo]. In identifi-
cational copular sentences, the copula cannot be inflected by 
tense or aspect markers. In the defining type, any tense marker, 
but only one aspect marker (kɨ ‘perstitive aspect’), may occur. 
This overt copula lùu may be replaced by the auxiliary bíi ‘still 
be’, which must be preceded by the perstitive aspect marker.”



37
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

(21) wèe    ghɔ  bwì               jáy

 child  that  pick up-PF  palmnut

 “That child picked up a palmnut.” (Schaub 1985: 54)

(22) mə  kèe    ye         ŋwə  mē (…)

 I     NEG  see-PF  him  NEG

 “I did not see him (…).” (Schaub 1985: 93)

A two-part negation strategy is used here for standard negation: “a sentence- or 

clause final particle mē, as well as a negative particle kèe in the verb phrase (Schaub 

1985: 91)”. This, however, is the only negation strategy described in Schaub’s 

grammar. An example for nominal predication in the negative lacks, sadly. Exam-

ple (23) is a locational copula sentence, which was the best thing available.

(23) bêy,  ŋwé  kée    lùu  táa    ŋìi       mē

 no    he     NEG  be   in    house  NEG

 “No, he is not in the house.” (Schaub 1985: 20)

It is more than likely that the negation strategy used for this locational sentence 

would be used for an identity sentence as well, especially since there is no word 

of any other strategy. If this is the case, the strategy used for predicate nega-

tion is the same as the one used for standard negation: two particles kée and mē. 

Though they are quite different from eachother, Babungo, then, supports the 

hypothesis in the same way as its relative Nkore-Kiga does.

4.1.1.3 Ajagbe (Niger-Congo/Volta-Congo/Kwa/Gbe/Aja)

Ajagbe, perhaps better known as Aja, is spoken by 

about 750,000 people. About 590,000 of those live 

in Benin (2002 figure), the rest are in Togo. Though 

it is related to the two Bantu languages above, Ajag-

be itself is not a Bantu language and it is unlikely 

that it will resemble those languages at first sight. 
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Nevertheless, like those two languages, it has a verbal copula strategy, as can be 

seen in examples (24) and (25).

(24) Kójó  nyí  cìcá

 Kojo  be   teacher

 “Kojo is a teacher.” (Morley 2010: 49)

(25) Àshíbá  nyí  nyání        éxlɔ

 Ashiba  be   1SG.POS  friend

 “Ashiba is my friend.” (Morley 2010: 50)

Unfortunately, examples lack for negation, but let us review the available infor-

mation. There are several negation strategies in Ajagbe: gó (which has the wid-

est distribution) for simple indicative sentences, dé for conditional clauses and 

wh-questions, dé … ò in embedded clause, bá is used like gó for simple negation 

without a difference in meaning or together with dé to form a yes-no question 

expecting a positive reply, and ŋgbe for imperative clauses (Morley 2010: 46-

47). Normally, it might have been difficult to decide on the basis of just this list 

alone what the negation strategies sought after would be, but this time around 

it need not be so difficult: dé, dé … ò, bá … dé and ŋgbe are out as they are all 

very specifically used in contexts that are not standard or predicate negation. 

This leaves gó and bá. The former has the widest distribution and is used for 

simple sentences, the latter, in fact, is completely interchangeable with gó. The 

very simple conclusion is thus that both types of negation, standard and predi-

cate, are done in the same manner, either with gó or with bá; it does not matter 

which one. Because Ajagbe also has a verbal copula, it acts the same as the two 

distantly related Bantu languages above and supports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.4 Wolof (Niger-Congo/Atlantic-Congo/Atlantic/Northern/

Senegambian/Fula-Wolof)

A sizeable language with almost 4 million speakers (2006 figure), Wolof is spo-

ken in mostly in Senegal and across the border in neighbouring countries. The 
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language is referred to as the main African lan-

guage of Senegal by Ethnologue. Let us consider 

identificational sentences (26) and (27) from the 

Wolof language:

(26) Faatu sama         jàngalekat la

 Fatou 1SG.POSS teacher    3SG.OFOC

 “Fatou is my teacher.” (McLaughlin 2004: 248)

(27) Faatu di      sama        jàngalekat

 Fatou COP 1SG.POSS teacher

 “Fatou is my teacher.” (McLaughlin 2004: 248)

McLaughlin supports these examples by stating that “the verbal construction 

associated with object focus also functions as a copula, but without the identi-

ficational restriction required by di (2004: 248)”. The copula di is thus rivalled 

by an alternate strategy with object focus, but the latter results in a marked con-

struction, thus the only strategy to be taken seriously in the light of the present 

study is the one that uses the copula di. Although McLaughlin considers di to be 

an aspect marker (2004: 248), two sources found refer to it as a verb. Stassen 

(1997: 72) claims that Wolof requires di as an overt support verb for its predicate 

nominals, and Rambaud (1903: 44) calls it a verb used in the sense of the verb 

‘to be’. Since two sources are better than one and it seems somewhat odd that an 

aspect marker would be considered a copula in transcription, we shall consider 

Wolof to be verbal copula language. Moving on to the next bit of required infor-

mation, let us have a look at (28) and (29), two examples of predicate negation.

(28) duma      waa  Gamgiya

 NEG.1SG  ?     Gambian

 “I am not a Gambian.” (Dem 1995: 32)
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(29) dungeen   Amerikan

 NEG.2PL American

 “You all are not Americans.” (Dem 1995: 32)

Predicate negation is expressed by the form du which has declension for person 

and number, as is demonstrated above in examples (28) and (29). This could be 

classified as a negative copula. However, let us first look at standard negation, 

by comparing an affirmative (30) and a negative (31) declarative verbal main 

clause.

(30) kabineet   ak    saal               laa  soxla

 bedroom  and  sitting room  I      need

 “I need a bed- and a sitting room.” (Dem 1995: 17)

 

(31) duma dee teela wacca waay samdi walla dimaas dumai dem fen

 “I don’t finish work early but Saturday and Sunday I don’t go anywhere.” 

 (Dem 1995: 20)

Unfortunately, glossed examples could not be found but this latter example of 

standard negation speaks for itself: surprisingly, duma, the first person of the 

negator du shows up here, which does not have to mean that is not a negative 

copula but it does mean that we are dealing with a shared strategy here. Com-

bined with the fact that we have classified the copula strategy as verbal, the 

conclusion is that Wolof supports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.5 Chinese (Sino-Tibetan/Sinitic)

Apart from its sizeable diaspora, Chinese is of course 

mainly spoken in the vast country of China, where it 

surfaces in the form of a number of dialects, the best 

known being Mandarin and Cantonese. The former, 

particularly as spoken in Beijing, is the standardised 

form from which my data has been taken and is 
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spoken by 840 million people in China alone (2000 census) and some 5,5 million 

more across the world. In Mandarin, a copula or ‘link verb’ shì is required with 

nominal and pronominal predication (Po-Ching & Rimmington 1997: 32). The 

two examples below illustrate the use of this link verb with (32), a copulative 

sentence, and affirm its copulative status with its absence in (33), a declarative 

verbal main clause.

(32) wŏ(de)  fùqīn  shì    dàifum

 my        father COP doctor

 “My father is a (medical) doctor.” (Po-Ching & Rimmington 1997: 32)

(33) mă     chī  căo

 horse  eat  grass

 “Horses eat grass.” (Po-Ching & Rimmington 1997: 40)

As we can see, the link verb shì in (32) is used to encode nominal predication in 

a copulative sentence, and therefore it is not required in (33), the non-copulative 

example. Now let us consider the example (34) of a negated copulative sentence, 

where shì is still in place.

(34) jīntiān  bù      shì  xīngqī  sān

 today    NEG  be  week   three

 “Today is not Wednesday.” (Po-Ching & Rimmington 1997: 35)

The fact that the negation element is in fact not a negative version of the copula 

itself but a separate element bù, already suggests that the same element used to 

negate a copulative sentence is also available for standard negation. Indeed, this 

is the case, as example (35) below will illustrate.

(35) Nĭ     bù     chī  shé      ba?

 You  NEG  eat  snake  PRT

 “You don’t eat snake, do you?” (Po-Ching & Rimmington 1997: 105)
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Standard Chinese (or Mandarin) then can be said to have a verbal copula shì for 

(pro)nominal predication. The negative element bù is used for standard negation 

as well as for negating copulative sentences. With these facts, Chinese supports 

the hypothesis.

4.1.1.6 Dhankute Tamang (Sino-Tibetan/Tibeto-Burman/

Himalayish/Tibetic)

A cousin of Chinese (4.1.1.5), the Nepa-

lese language of Dhankute Tamang is part 

of the Tibeto-Burman branch of the Sine-

to-Tibetan language family. It is spoken in 

the Nepalese district of Dhankuta. Let us 

see whether the genetic or perhaps also 

areal ties show through in the language 

structures examined here. First off, we 

will take a look at a copulative sentence:

(36) cu    radio  Nepal   jʰin  -la.

 this  radio  Nepal  COP-NPt

 “This is Radio Nepal.” (Poudel 2006: 135)

The copula element is (36) is jʰin. Poudel (2006) considers it verbal: “Identi-

ficational copular verb root jʰin can contain tense markers –la and zi [ni], and 

negative marker a- (2006: 135).” Now let us see this negative marker a- in ac-

tion in example (37).

(37) ŋa  mastar    a      -jʰin -la

 I     teacher  NEG-COP-NPt

 “I am not a teacher.” (Poudel 2006: 135)

Indeed, copulative sentences are negated with this a- prefix. Like in Chinese, a 

separate negative element is used beside the copula, once again suggesting that 
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standard negation may well be done in similar fashion. Example (38) below 

serves us with two important pieces of information at once: the pre-conjunction 

declarative verbal main clause shows the absence of the copula element, af-

firming its predicational status, and the post-conjunction clause shows a similar 

sentence in negated form, thus providing the desired illustration of standard 

negation in action.

(38) gelmu   kan   ca-la      tʰen   lʰamu    kan   a      -ca -la

 Gelmu  rice  eat-NPt  but    Lhamu  rice   NEG-eat-NPt

 “Gelmu eats rice but Lhamu does not eat rice.” (Poudel 2006: 173)

As suggested above, standard negation indeed is applied by the use the negative 

prefix a-; the same way in which copulative sentences are negated in Dhankute 

Tamang. We have also seen that the copula element is verbal. So, in the same 

way as its cousin Chinese, Dhankute Tamang supports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.7 Thai (Tai-Kadai/Tai/Southwestern/Chiang Saeng)

The Southeast Asian language of Thai, centred of 

course in Thailand, is spoken by no less than 20,2 

million people there. It uses a copular element for 

encoding nominal predication. This element can be 

either pen or khuu. We will see the former in use in 

example (39).

(39) khãw  pen   nág:rɩan:

 he      COP  student

 “He is/was a student.” (Noss 1964: 170)

As can be seen in the Thai sentence (39) above, a copular element is used to 

encode nominal predication by functioning as a separate entity between the 

subject and the predicate. Now what is the nature of this copular element? The 

answer is given to us by Stassen (1997), who states that  “(It is possible that a 



44
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

similar general-process verb underlies) verbal copulas in languages from other ge-

netic groupings of South-East Asia, such as (…) Thai (pen, kii). A third area where 

‘do/happen’-verbs may have expanded into copular function is Uto-Aztecan (1997: 

93).” Going with Stassen’s suggestion that the Thai copula is indeed verbal, we move 

on to the domain of negation. Consider example (40) of predicate negation below.

(40) mây   chây  khon     thai

 NEG  right  person  Thai

 “He is not Thai.” (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom 2005: 17)

Let us consider this citation from Iwasaki and Ingkaphirom (2005) as it offera an 

explanation of this strategy: “The word that appears in a copulative sentence, pen 

and khuu, cannot be negated directly, and a negative copulative sentence is normally 

expressed by mây chay or mây dây pen (2005: 17)”. The former of these negation op-

tions is found in example (40) above. Now that we have seen negation of nominal 

predication in action, we can move on to find out how standard negation works by 

contrasting an affirmative verbal main clause (41) with its negative counterpart (42).

(41) khăw    àan    năŋɨ  dĭawníi

 he        read   book  now

 “He is reading a book now.” (Hudak 1990: 43)

(42) khăw   mây   àan   năŋɨ  dĭawníi

 he       NEG  read  book  now

 “He is not reading a book now.” (Hudak 1990: 43)

The negative element mây, familiar as being part of the copulative negation 

strategy, is used to negate any verbal sentence (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom 2005: 

17). Because the difference is merely in the addition of a particle that may well 

a form of copula support rather than a negator, we will consider Thai to share 

one negation strategy between the domains. Given that we had already classified 

Thai as having a verbal copula strategy, this language supports the hypothesis.
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4.1.1.8 Georgian (South Caucasian/Karto-Zan)

Kartuli, or the Georgian language as we 

call it, is spoken mainly in the Caucasian 

state of Georgia by almost 4 million peo-

ple (1993 figure), but also among the 

Georgian diaspora in different parts of 

the former Soviet Union and the Unit-

ed States (about 400,000 speakers). It 

requires a verbal element for nominal 

predication, which can be expressed in 

two different ways, as illustrated in ex-

amples (43) and (44) below.

(43) Gela  aris                   ekimi

 Gela  COP(he-is-I-2)  doctor

 “Gela is a doctor.” (Harris 1981: 12)

(44) Vaxtangi           ekimi           -a

 Vaxtang-NOM  doctor-NOM-(COP)he-is-I-2

 “Vaxtang is a doctor.” (Harris 1981: 39)

Examples (43) and (44) of third person copula encoding show that aris ‘he/she/

it is’ is the full form of the verb that is required in this context. The cliticised 

form of the verb that can be seen in the second example above is an option that 

is deemed more natural than the full form; however, when the copula is empha-

sised, the full form is required (Harris 1981: 13). In example (45) below we can 

see that for declarative verbal main clauses, the copula verb does not reoccur as 

a support item, reaffirming its copulative function. 

(45) Vanos          sʒuls                   direktori

 Vano-DAT  he-hates-him-I-4  director

 “Vano hates the director.” (Harris 1981: 139)
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Now let us examine the negation strategies used in the Georgian language. First 

off is (46), an example of a negated copulative sentence:

(46) is  čemi  cigni    ar      aris

 he my    book  NEG  COP(he-is-I-2)

 “That is not my book.” (Learn Georgian, 2010, ¶ Negation)

The negation element in this sentences is the word ar, which is not a negative 

copula form as aris is still fully in place here. As mentioned before for other lan-

guages, here too the suggestion is that since ar is a negative particle rather than a 

negative copula, it may well be used for standard negation too. Let us have look 

at (47) and see whether this is the case:

(47) bavšvs         ar     ukocnia                  deida

 child-DAT  NEG  he-kissed-her-III-I  aunt-NOM

 “The child didn’t kiss his aunt.” (Harris 1981: 189)

Indeed, the negative particle ar is used for standard negation as well as negated 

copulative sentences. With this shared negation strategy and the aforementioned 

verbal copula, Georgian supports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.9 Bagri (Indo-European/Indo-Iranian/Indo-Aryan/Central 

zone/Rajasthani/Unclassified)

The Bagri language is spoken in the Pun-

jab and Rajasthan regions of India by 1,9 

million people and 200,000 more across 

the border in Pakistan. It is one of In-

dia’s Indo-European language. Bagri is 

considered part of a Rajasthani ‘macrol-

anguage’, a term which we will also see 

used for Imbabura Quechua (4.1.1.20) 

and Khalkha (4.1.2.20). It is classified as 
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such because the languages of the Rajasthani branch likely to be mutually intel-

ligible, which puts them in a grey area between language and dialect. Dialect or 

not, in the simple present tense, the Bagri langauge has an auxiliary element hɛ 

‘to be’  that is used as a verbal copula, as can be seen in (48):

(48) choroⁱ    mero  beliⁱ      hɛ

 boy       my     friend  AUX.PRES

 “The boy is my friend.” (Gusain 2000: 68)

This auxiliary/copula is not used in other tenses, but that is of no importance to 

this investigation, which focuses on the unmarked form of the equational sen-

tence. In the negative, hɛ undergoes copula deletion (Gusain 2000: 51) . Unfortu-

nately, only an example of adjectival predication (49) could be found. However, 

we shall find out later that this does not pose a problem here.

(49) mohən   pətlọ  koni  hɛ                pəṇ  bó  tej       hɛ

 Mohan  thin   NEG  AUX.PRES  but   he  active  AUX.PRES

 “Mohan is not slim but he is active.” (Gusain 2000: 65)

The negative particle koni is used here. Together with ko, koni forms the Bagri ar-

senal of negative particles that are equivalent to the English ‘not’ (Gusain 2000: 

50). Both of these, in fact, are found to be used for standard negation, as illus-

trated in (50) and (51).

(50) mɛ  ghər      koni    gəyo

 I      house  NEG   go.PRES.1ms

 “I did not go to the house.” (Gusain 2000: 50)

(51) mɛ  kitab       ko      pəḍi

 I     book.fs   NEG  read.PRES.fs

 “I did not read the book.” (Gusain 2000: 50)
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This means that whichever of the two particles is in fact used for nominal predi-

cate negation (which we unfortunately have no example of), it will be one that 

is also used for standard negation. The result is that Bagri has a shared negation 

strategy for both predicate and standard negation. As it also has verbal copula 

strategy, it supports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.10 Welsh (Indo-European/Celtic/Insular/Brythonic)

The Welsh language, closer related to its 

Brythonic brethren Cornish and Breton 

than to its Goidelic cousins Gaelic and 

Manx, is one of those languages, like Irish 

Gaelic, that has been sidetracked by the 

language of a conqueror. Those languages 

usually all but disappear, like Cornish has 

effectively, but the Welsh are keen to keep 

theirs alive. However notoriously allergic 

to speaking it with foreign learners of the 

Welsh language, it counts over 500,000 speakers, most of which in Wales and the 

rest of Great Britain, some overseas in North America and even Argentina (Patago-

nian Welsh). Unsurprisingly, only about 6 percent of those are monolingual Welsh 

speakers, as economically, the Welsh language is of inferior use to English. What is 

suprising is that for a language as accessible as Welsh, sources are few and a little 

hazy at times. Let us nevertheless consider this language in the light of the hypoth-

esis, starting with examples (52) and (53) of the copula in an equational sentence.

(52) yr    athro     ydw                   i

 the  teacher  COP.PRES.1SG  I 

 “I am the teacher.” (Borsley 2008: 11)

(53) yr    athro    wyt                     ti 

 the  teacher  COP.PRES.2SG  you.SG 

 “You are the teacher.” (Borsley 2008: 11)
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Welsh, as can be seen in examples (52) and (53) above, has a verbal copula with 

a highly irregular declension. Its infinitive is bod ‘to be’ (Borsley & Roberts 1996: 

76-87). So far, it is all quite straightforward, as is example (54) of a declarative 

verbal main clause:

(54) gwelodd   Emrys  ei         dad

 saw         Emrys  3SGm  father

 “Emrys saw his father.” (Borsley 1999: 268)

The confusion sets in once we move on to the topic of negation. First, we con-

sider example (55) below, of which similar ones exist.

(55) welish     I  ddim dyn

 saw-1SG  I  NEG  man

 “I saw no man.” (Borsley & Jones 2000: 21)

While looking for the answer as to how predicate negation works, the first thing 

that popped up was a list of conjugations, reproduced below, that suggests that 

the same negation strategy is used for both standard and predicate negation:

 Dydw i ddim - I’m not / don’t

 Dwyt ti ddim - You’re (familiar) not / don’t

 Dydych chi ddim - You’re (polite) not / don’t

 Dydy Tom / Bethan ddim - Tom / Bethan isn’t / doesn’t

 Dydy’r car ddim - The car isn’t / doesn’t

 Dydy e ddim - He / It (masc) isn’t / doesn’t

 Dydy hi ddim - She / It (fem) isn’t / doesn’t

 Dydyn ni ddim - We aren’t / don’t

 Dydych chi ddim - You aren’t / don’t

 Dydy’r plant ddim - The children aren’t / don’t

 Dydyn nhw ddim - They aren’t / don’t

 (Learn Welsh, 2011, ¶ Verbs)
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Then, while looking further for an actual example of predicate negation, exam-

ples (56) and (57) were found:

(56) nid    Daniel    ydw                i

 NEG  Daniel   be.1SG.PRES  I

 “I am not Daniel.” (Welsh for Beginners, 2011, ¶ 2) 

(57) nid     myfyriwr            yw                 Siôn

 NEG  (male) student   be.3SG.PRES  Siôn

 “Siôn is not a (male) student.” (Welsh for Beginners, 2011, ¶ 2)

Obviously, this does not combine with the list of conjugations seen above. Ap-

parently, the same strategy seen here is also possible for standard negation, as 

seen in sentences like nid yw’n ysgrifennu ‘he does not write’ and nid wyf yn caru ‘I 

don’t love’. This means that there are two negation strategies, but both are appli-

cable in predicate negation and in standard negation. As it turns out, the former 

strategy with ddim is the one use in colloquial Welsh, while the latter strategy 

with nid/nad and optional ddim is used in literary Welsh (Borsley, Tallerman & 

Willis 2007: 263-271). 

 Welsh, thus, has two negation strategies, but as they are each bound to 

a different style of language usage, the two domains investigated here will be 

negated in the same manner within these different styles. As we have also seen 

that Welsh has a (highly irregular) verbal copula, this language can be said to 

support the hypothesis.

4.1.1.11 Dutch (Indo-European/Germanic)

Dutch is centred in the Netherlands and Flanders 

(Northern Belgium), but is spoken on the Neth-

erlands Antilles and Aruba, and in Luxembourg, 

Suriname, South Africa and wherever its diaspora 

has taken it (mainly Indonesia, Canada, Australia 

and the United States). In the Netherlands, it is 
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spoken by 16,3 million people (2007 figure), and it Belgium it has over 4,6 million 

speakers (1990 figure). The standard form, which is also my native language, is 

Netherlands Dutch. Like its sister languages of German and English, Dutch has a full 

verbal copula that can be never be omitted from a main clause, though in Dutch it 

is not unthinkable that outside of the main clause, it could be omitted when relying 

on the grammatical structure of the main copulative clause. Example (58) illustrates 

both the use of the full verbal copula, as well as its possible omission.

(58) Jan  is              timmerman(, Hein  dokter).

 Jan  COP.3SG  carpenter    (Hein  doctor)

 “Jan is a carpenter, Hein is a doctor.” (own data)

Derived from the irregular verb zijn ‘to be’, is is the third person singular of the 

copula verb. Purists may want to claim on the basis of the illustrated post-main 

clause copula omission that Dutch allows for zero copula in places, but this a 

marginal and highly marked construction, which is basically only heard from 

time to time in summing-ups. Though the verb zijn also has an auxiliary function, 

the standard declarative verbal main clause sought after here does not include a 

form of the copula verb, as we can see in a sentence like (59).

(59) Jan   eet          pizza

 Jan   eat.3SG  pizza

 “Jan eats pizza.” (own data)

Having established that Dutch has a verbal copula, we still have to consider its 

negation strategies. Sentences (60) and (61) below are negated counterparts of 

(58) and (59) above. Note how the copula is required in the negative counterpart 

of the copulative sentence as well.

(60) Jan  is             geen  timmerman

 Jan  COP.3SG NEG  carpenter

 “John is not a carpenter.” (own data)
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(61) Jan  eet           geen   pizza

 Jan   eat.3SG  NEG  pizza

 “Jan does not eat pizza.” (own data)

As is illustrated in (60) and (61), the negative particle geen is used both for ne-

gation of copulative sentences as well for standard negation. Dutch also has the 

negation niet, however, it is not compatible with nominal predicates or objects. 

It would work to negate a verb phrase, however, or an adjectival predicate. This 

is not relevant for the present study, as the examples above cannot be rephrased 

to include niet instead of geen. 

 Like its sister languages of German and English, Dutch uses a single nega-

tion strategy for both domains investigated here, as we have seen. Its obligatory 

copula is a fully conjugated irregular verb. Therefore, the Dutch language sup-

ports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.12 Modern Greek (Indo-European/Hellenic)

From the other end of the European con-

tinent comes Modern Greek, an Indo-

European cousin of Dutch (subsection 

4.1.1.11) and Welsh (4.1.1.10). The lan-

guage, with its richly documented his-

tory, is spoken in mainland Greece and 

its archipelago by 10,7 million people 

(2002 census), and also in surrounding 

countries like Cyprus, the Former Yugo-

slavic Republic of Macedonia, Albania 

and among its diaspora in many other countries by a total of around 2,4 million 

speakers. Let us see how its genetic ties with Dutch shine through. First off, (62) 

and (63) are two examples of a copulative sentence.



53
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

(62) o                 Giórgos eínai philos mas

 DEF.ART.m Giórgos COP friend POSS.1PL

 “George is a friend of ours.” (Holton, Mackridge & Philippaki-Warburton  

 1997: 239)

(63) i                 Athína  eínai  i         proteúousa

 DEF.ART.f  Athens COP  ART.f  capital

 “Athens is the capital.” (own data)

The verb eínai, which is “the most typical and the most frequently used verb in 

copular sentences (Holton, Mackridge & Philippaki-Warburton 1997: 238)” ap-

pears in (62) and (63) to mark the equation between the noun phrases. With the 

copula situation cleared up, let us look at a declarative verbal main clause (64) 

and its negated counterpart (65).

(64) tin           agap-ó

 she.ACC  love-1SG

 “I love her.” (Kimmo Granqvist, p.c./Miestamo 2005: 282)

(65) den    tin           agap-ó

 NEG  she.ACC  love-1SG

 “I don’t love her.” (Kimmo Granqvist, p.c./Miestamo 2005: 282)

The former example shows us that no auxiliary form of eínai appears in this type 

of sentence. Adding the latter example, we see that the inclusion of the negative 

particle den in the sentence forms standard negation. To see whether this same 

strategy is used for copulative sentence, let us consider the example (66) below.

(66) enas             Kúprios  den    eínai  Ellinas

 INDEF.ART  Cypriot   NEG  COP  Greek

 “A Cypriot is not a Greek.” (own data)
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The negative particle den, thus, is used to negate this type of sentence too. An-

other thing example (66) shows us is that the copula verb eínai is not omitted in 

negative copulative sentences.

 In conclusion, Greek is shown here to follow along the same line as its 

cousin Dutch, by requiring a full verbal copula and needing only one negation 

strategy to cover both copulative sentences and standard negation.

4.1.1.13 Estonian (Ugric/Finno-Ugric/Balto-Finnic)

One of the smaller official state lan-

guages in Europe with roughly one mil-

lion speakers, the Estonian language is 

only geographically European. Though 

neighboured overland by Indo-European 

languages - the Balto-Slavonic language 

of Latvian to the south and the Slavonic 

Russian language to the east (and quite 

notably within its own state borders, in 

fact) - Estonian is nevertheless a Finno-

Ugric sister language of Finnish, from which it is separated by the Gulf of Fin-

land. Like that language, Estonian makes use of a full verbal copula to encode 

nominal predication. Examples (67) and (68) illustrate this.

(67) minu  nimi     on            John Smith

 my     name  COP.3SG  John Smith

 “My name is John Smith.” (Oinas 1966: 21)

(68) ma  olen          üliõpilane

 I      COP.1SG  student

 “I am a student.” (Oinas 1966: 36)

In (67) and (68), we see the copula verb olema at work. To prove that we are 

not dealing with an auxiliary verb here, let us consider the declarative verbal 
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main clause (69) below.

(69) teie, härra   Smith,  räägite         eesti         keelt        hästi

 you  mister  Smith  speak.3SG  Estonian  language  well

 “Mr. Smith, you speak Estonian well (lit.: you, mr. Smith, speak the 

 Estonian language well).” (Oinas 1966: 22)

Now we have to establish how both types of sentences displayed above are ne-

gated, and whether or not it is the same for both. Let us first look at (70), an 

example of a negated copulative sentence. Although the copula olema is still in 

place here, it is reduced to a single form ole for all persons singular and plural.

(70) tema  ei       ole     üliõpilane

 3SG   NEG  COP   student

 “He/she/it is not a student.” (Puhkus, 2010, ¶ 1)

The negation element in the sentence above is ei ‘not’. Unlike Finnish, Estonian 

does not need to conjugate its negative particle to agree with person and number. 

The question is now whether or not standard negation and copula negation was 

done in similar fashion. Consider example (71) of standard negation in Estonian.

(71) tema  ei      räägi   eesti        keelt

 3SG   NEG speak  Estonian  language

 “He/she/it doesn’t speak Estonian.” (own data)

Thus we find that ei ‘not’ is used in both types of sentences. This means that Estoni-

an supports the hypothesis by employing a full verbal copula, while using only one 

strategy to negate both copulative sentences and declarative verbal main clauses.

4.1.1.14 Basque (isolate)

The Basque language, or Euskara as the Basques call it, is spoken, unsurprisingly, in 

Basque country, which covers a limited part of Northern Spain (580,000 speakers 
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according to 1991 numbers) and Southern 

France (76,200 speakers according to 1991 

numbers). Though surrounded by Romance 

languages, it is fact considered to be an iso-

late and the last remaining pre-Indo-Europe-

an language in Western Europe. As example 

(72) below shows, it has a conjugating verbal 

copula.

(72) Ana  idazle-*(a)     da  ete   bere  lagunak       argazkilari    -*(ak)    dira

 Ana  writer-(ART)  is   and  her  friend.ART  photographer-(ART)  are

 “Ana is a writer and her friends are photographers.” (Artiagoitia 2002: 81)

 

Both the third person singular (da) and plural (dira) of the copula verb are repre-

sented here. Since the third person is considered to be the last stand of zero copula 

marking (Stassen 1997: 65), it is obvious that zero copula is not possible in the pre-

sent tense affirmative, nor will it be in the past tense, and as we can see from (73) 

and (74), neither does it occur in negative equational and existential sentences.

(73) ez      dago  urik

 NEG  is       water-ik

 “There is no water.” (Basque Grammar, 2010, ¶ 3.2)

(74) John  ez      da  medikua.

 John  NEG  is   doctor

 “John is not a doctor.” (own data)

In these copulative sentences, the negative element is ez. Let us take a look ex-

amples (75) and (76) of standard negation.



57
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

(75) John  ez      arraina  jan.

 John  NEG  fish       eat

 “John does not eat fish.” (own data)

(76) berak     ez      du      John  maite 

 he.ERG  NEG  AUX  John  love

 “He doesn’t love John.” (Basque Grammar, 2010, ¶ 3.2)

As we can see from (75) and (76), ez is also in use for standard negation in 

Basque. Both negations domains, thus, share the same strategy. This fits within 

the hypothesis, as we also saw that the language uses verbal copula marking.

4.1.1.15 Lakota (Siouan-Catawban/Sioux)

Spoken in Northern Central USA by less 

than 6,500 Native Americans, the Sioux 

language of Lakota (which was exposed 

to a large public through its fairly exten-

sive use in director Kevin Costner’s 1990 

motion picture Dances with Wolves) is 

said to be decreasing even further. Luck-

ily, Buechel’s 1939 grammar as well as 

the internet website UniLang documents 

the language to some extent and thus the 

following data can be presented. First, let us look at (77) and (78), two sets of 

Lakota affirmative and negative copulative sentences.

(77a)  wicáša    kiŋ    yaun

 man       DEF  COP.2SG

 “You’re the man.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 3)
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(77b)  wicáša   kiŋ    yaun         šni 

 man      DEF  COP.2SG  NEG

 “You are not the man.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 3)

(78a)  šuŋka  táŋka  un 

 dog      big     COP.3SG

 “It is a big dog.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 3)

(78b) šuŋka  táŋka    un            šni

 dog      big      COP.3SG  NEG

 “It is not a big dog.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 3)

The conjugated verb un ‘to be’ functions as copula in the equational sentences 

(77) and (78). Another conclusion we can make on the basis of these sentences 

is that šni ‘not’ is the negative particle used for negating copulative sentences. 

It does not replace the copula; rather, it succeeds it. The following step is to see 

whether this copula un is also in use as an auxiliary in declarative verbal main 

clauses like (79) and (80), which would trivialise its status as a copula verb.

(79) wicíŋcala    kiŋ    hokšíla   tehíla 

 girl            DEF  boy        love.3SG.3SG.OBJ

 “The girl loves the boy.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 5)

(80) wicíŋcala    kiŋ    tewahíla 

 girl            DEF  love.1SG.3SG.OBJ

 “I love the girl.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 5)

The copula does not reappear as an auxiliary in examples (79) and (80), ce-

menting its status as a full copula verb. Let us now take a look at (81) and 

(82), which provide that last crucial bit of information: the strategy that is 

used for standard negation.
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(81) to (haŋ),  waɗi’ŋ       šni

 yes          want.1SG  NEG

 “Yes, I do not want it.” (Buechel 1939: 122)

(82) šuŋka  táŋka   kiŋ    unciŋpi                    šni

 dog      big     DEF  want.1PL.3SG.OBJ  NEG

 “We don’t want the big dog.” (Lakota for Beginners, 2010, ¶ 5)

Examples (81) and (82) above show that like in negated copulative sentences, 

the negative particle šni reappears for standard negation. The conclusion is thus 

that Lakota supports the hypothesis, as it has a full verbal copula un and a shared 

negative particle šni.

4.1.1.16 Korean (isolate)

The Korean language is a language iso-

late spoken in North (20 million people) 

and South Korea (42 million) (1986 cen-

sus) and by more that 4 million people 

abroad. Its classification is debated. Ko-

rean has been claimed to be related to 

Japanese, another debated isolate. Also, 

both of them have been debated to be 

part to the Altaic language family. How-

ever, neither of these theories have gath-

ered substantial support to take them for truth, so Korean remains to be classi-

fied as an isolated language. Its copula encoding strategy may well be easier to 

classify, so let us look at equational sentences (83) and (84).

(83) salam-un     isengcek    tongmul   -ita

 man  -TOP  rational    animal    COP

 “Man is a rational creature.” (Yeon 2003: 26)
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(84) na-nun    hankwuksalam    -ita

 I   -TOP  Korean               COP

 “As for me, I am Korean.” (Yeon 2003: 27)

It is quite obvious from (83) and (84) that the copula is suffixed on to the predi-

cate in the form of –ita. Even though it appears to be an inflectional copula as 

we will see further down in Turkish, let us consider the following citation from 

Sohn (1999) before we jump to a rushed conclusion: “The copula is ita ‘to be’, 

which is an adjective because it inflects in the same way as other adjectives do 

(1999: 281)”. An adjective, thus. Normally, this would fit in the category of non-

verbal strategies, however, in the Korean language, adjectives are verbal rather 

than nominal (Stassen 1997: 565-566), thereby making the unchanging copula 

adjective ita a verb and Korean a verbal copula language.

 With that settled, we move on to the topic of negation. Korean has ‘short 

form’ and ‘long form’ negation, to be expressed with either the particle ani or 

mos. There is also a negative auxiliary mal- but it is not used for declarative 

sentences (Lee & Ramsay 2000: 215). In (86) and (87) we see the two forms in 

action, both with the negative particle ani (or its shorted form in the first case), 

preceded by a declarative main clause (85) for comparative purposes: 

(85) John-i          Mary-man-ul      salangha-n-ta

 John-NOM  Mary-only-ACC  love-PRES-DECL

 “John loves only Mary.” (Yeon 2003: 24)

(86) John-i          ppang-ul       an  -mek-ess       -ta 

 John-NOM  bread -ACC  NEG-eat   -PAST-DECL

 “John did not eat the bread.”  (Short Form Negation) (Hagstrom 1996: 1)

(87) John-I         ppang   -ul     mek  -ci   ani     ha-ess      -ta 

 John-NOM  bread  -ACC  eat   -CI  NEG  do -PAST -DECL

 “John did not eat the bread.” (Long Form Negation) (Hagstrom 1996: 1)
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An example of negated nominal predication is lacking. Fortunately, a telling 

comment by Lee and Ramsay (2000) helps to illuminate the situation there: 

“When the predicate is a noun plus the copula, the only type of negation pos-

sible is the long form with ani (2000: 215)”. Essentially, this would turn out, as 

far as the negation strategy goes, like the latter example above. Despite the fact 

that the options are greater for declarative verbal main clauses, the only possible 

conclusion is that the same strategy used for the negation of copulative sentences 

is also generally in use for standard negation. Therefore, Korean will be said to 

have a verbal copula strategy and the same strategy for negation of both domains 

investigated here.

4.1.1.17 Gaagudju (Australian/Gunwingguan/Gagudjuan)

Known under a variety of alternative 

names including its Ethnologue entry 

name Gagudu but also names like Ab-

dedal, Gaagudju is an Australian Abo-

riginal language centred in Arnhemland 

in the Northern Territory of Australia. 

Though the most recent source used for 

the Ethnologue entry, dating from 1981, 

lists the language as nearly extinct count-

ing only 6 speakers, the 2002 Mark Har-

vey sourced used here tells us that Gaagudju has indeed become extinct. Its last 

speaker, Big Bill Neidjie, died in May 2002. Fortunately, we still have Harvey’s 

data to go by. Consider example (88) of an identity sentence:

(88) magaara  djirriingi       Minjimak

 that.I         man          Minjimak

 “That man is Minjimak.” (Harvey 2002: 329)

As we see in (88) and will see below in negative examples (89) and (90), Gaa-

gudju did not have copula marking at all. Its strategy is plainly zero. Now let us 
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see sentences like (88) would be negated.

(89) magaarra  djirriingi      ibárdbi  gagudju   amoordiyu  naawu  

 that.I          man         NEG     gaagudju  amurdak   3m.MIN

 “That man is not Gaagudju. He is Amurdak.” (Harvey 2002: 329)

(90) maaba               ibárdbi  maneerra-ma     djaamu  uluunggulu  ngaayu  djaamu

 woman’s child  NEG      1+2MIN -PRM  tucker    old woman  3f.DAT  tucker

 “Child, that is not our tucker. It is the old woman’s tucker.” (Harvey 2002: 321)

What we see in (89) and (90) are four more examples of copulative sentences 

without copula marking, thereby cementing the conclusion that Gaagudju is in-

deed a zero copula language. The negation strategy is clear too: the particle 

ibárdi serves as negator in these sentences. The question is now whether there is 

another strategy for standard negation. Harvey (2002) gives us the answer:

One wonders if Harvey meant ‘non-verbal predication’ instead of ‘non-predica-

tion’, but nevertheless the situation has become obvious. As we have already 

seen in (89) and (90), ibárdi is used for predicate negation. We now also know 

that standard negation, referred to as ‘simple negation’ by Harvey, is done with 

the use of gaayu, like in sentence (91) below.

(91) magaadja    nji-walaawala  gaayu   ma -yaa-n-da-ri          djaamu  goornmu

 that.II         II  -little            NEG    III.3F-IRR-eat-PAST  tucker    morning

 “That little girl did not eat her tucker this morning.” (Harvey 2002: 321)

“Nominal clauses expressing negative ascriptive and equational 
meanings normally take ibárdbi, whereas those expressing nega-
tive and possessive meanings normally take gaayu. This distibu-
tion follows in a reasonably direct manner from the functions 
posted for the two negators: ibárdbi indicating non-predication, 
and gaayu indicating simple negation.” (Harvey 2002: 329)
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The notion coined in the citation above does indeed check out in the examples 

found, and so we can come to a conclusion about the extinct language of Gaa-

gudju. The negation strategies are separate, the copula is non-existent and thus 

zero, and therefore Gaagudju supports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.18 Ngiyambaa (Australian/Pama-Nyungan/Wiradhuric)

The Ngiyamabaa language is the lan-

guage of the Wangaaybuwan and Way-

ilwan peoples of New South Wales, 

Australia. Sadly, the language is nearly 

extinct as the last information from as far 

back as 1981 is that there were at that 

point in time only 12 speakers left. Com-

pletely in line with that state of affairs 

is the sparseness of the data taken from 

the language’s only grammar by Tamsin 

Donaldson (1980). No examples were found whatsoever, but a mere two quotes 

give the answers needed here. For one, we know that there is verbal copula 

ga-l (Donaldson 1980: 225/232). In line with the hypothesis, we also find that 

standard negation and predicate negation must be done in the same manner, as 

“waŋaːg is used to negate all non-imperative sentences (Donaldson 1980: 239)”. 

The information is brief, but the conclusion is nevertheless that Ngiyambaa sup-

ports the hypothesis.

4.1.1.19 Kolyma Yukaghir (Yukaghir)

Spoken by a mere thirty people according to a 

dated 1995 figure, Kolyma Yukaghir (also called 

Southern Yukaghir and Forest Yukaghir) is one 

of the two languages of the Yukaghir language 

family, the other being Northern Yukaghir. Cur-

rently classified as a separate language family, 

suggestions have been made about Yukaghir be-
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ing related to either the Uralic or the Altaic family. The language family in total 

is rumoured to have only about seventy to eighty speakers. Kolyma Yukaghir is 

spoken in the upper Kolyma region of Siberia, near Kamchatka. Let us see how 

this seemingly moribund language marks its predicate nominals with the aid of 

examples (92) to (94).

(92) met  vasilej -die     ō     -d’e

 I       Basil  -DIM  COP-INTR.1SG

 “My name is Basil.” (Maslova 2003: 439)

(93) met   Alandin  ūjs’ī     -gi      +ŋō    -d’e

 I       Alandin  worker-POSS+COP-INTR.1SG

 “I am Alandin’s worker.” (Maslova 2003: 439)

(94) čomōlben    lebie-n        +end’ōd -ek

 elk             earth-ATTR+animal-PRED

 “The elk is a land animal.” (Maslova 2003: 437)

All three sentences above represent a (slightly) different copula strategy. Exam-

ple (92) in fact represents the common strategy: a free verbal (Maslova 2003: 

423) copula ō with an agreement suffix. A less common variation on that strat-

egy is seen in (93), which features the bound verbal copula +ŋō- and an agree-

ment suffix. Example (94) represents an option that is only available with a third 

person subject: a predicative case marker (Maslova 2003: 437). In a way, it is 

reminiscent of the situation in Hungarian and Imbabura Quechua (both featured 

in the sample used here) where there is a verbal copula except in third person, 

which has zero copula; all according to Stassen’s ‘Minimal Distribution of Zero 

Copulas’-rule (1997: 65). The subtle difference here is that zero copula is in fact 

not an option; instead there is an optional inflectional marking for third person 

subject copulative sentences, which then replaces the verbal copula. The latter, 

however, remains to be the common strategy in Kolyma Yukaghir and thus this 

language shall be classified as having a verbal copula strategy.
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That leaves us to figure out the situation regarding this language’s negation strat-

egies, starting with the strategy used to negate nominal predication. In relation 

to this, Maslova (2003) states that “the negative prefix is attached to the free 

copula or to the noun followed by the bound copula (2003: 440).” Let us see 

what that negative prefix looks like in both these circumstances, the free (95) 

and the bound (96) copula.

(95) čomparnā   el    +ō

 raven         NEG+COP(NEG.3SG)

 “This is not a raven.” (Maslova 2003: 440)

(96) met  el     +tebegej  +ŋō    -d’e

 I       NEG+Tebegej+COP-INTR.1SG

 “I am not Tebegej.” (Maslova 2003: 441)

The negative prefix in question is el-. What we need to find out now, of course, is 

if it used for standard negation as well. If so, the hypothesis would be supported 

here. Unfortunately, an example lacks here. Maslova clears up the situation, 

however, by saying that “the standard sentential negation is expressed by attach-

ing the prefix el+ to the finite verb (2003: 491)”. With that last piece of informa-

tion, we can conclude that Kolyma Yukaghir indeed does support the hypothesis 

by (mostly) applying a verbal copula strategy and by using one negation strategy 

for the two domains tested here.

4.1.1.20 Imbabura Quechua (Quechuan/Quechua II/B)

Quechua is a peculiar animal in the world of lin-

guistics. Stretched out over an area ranging from 

the very south of Colombia to the north of Argen-

tina, with its core in Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia, 

its classification is a point of discussion. Though 

Quechua is seen as a language family, its subor-

dinate varieties are not always considered sepa-
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rate languages for their relative mutual intelligibility, nor will everyone accept 

them to be qualified as dialects. Ethnologue seems to have solved this problem 

by referring to Quechua as a ‘macrolanguage’, like Bagri (4.1.1.9) and Khalkha 

(4.1.2.20). The whole of the Quechua macrolanguage is reported to have more 

than 10 million speakers; the ‘microlanguage’ reviewed here, then, is Imbabura 

(Highland) Quechua, which is spoken in the north of Ecuador by 300,000 people 

(1977 figure).  Let us see what kind of copula marking there is in this variety of 

the Quechua language by looking at examples (97) to (99).

(97) Juzi -ka      mayistru-mi

 José-TOP   teacher  -VALIDATOR

 “José is a teacher.” (Cole 1982: 67)

(98) Juan-ka      mayistru-mi                   ka-rka

 Juan -TOP  teacher  -VALIDATOR  be-PAST.3SG

 “Juan was a teacher.” (Cole 1982: 67)

(99) ñuka  ali       jambij-mi                    ka-ni

 I         good  healer  -VALIDATOR  be-PRES.1SG

 “I am good healer.” (Cole 1983: 68)

What looks like a schizophrenic situation for the availability of only third person 

and first person examples is really not that puzzling. Instead, what we have here 

is the same as can be seen in Hungarian (subsection 4.1.3.1) and is considered 

to be the zero copula strategy’s ‘last stand’. This is in line with Stassen’s (1997) 

‘Minimal Distribution of Zero Copulas’-rule, which posits the notion that “if a 

language has zero copula at all, it will minimally select this option for predicate 

nominal sentences in the present tense with a third person subject” (1997: 65). 

What we see in Imbabura Quechua is that a zero copula is in fact only possible in 

third person present tense, and that for all other cases the verb ka is obligatory 

(Cole 1982: 67). Example (98) above illustrates that a zero copula is not possible 

in the past tense. The most likely analysis would be that zero copula has been 
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taken over by a verbal strategy which has managed to develop so far that it has 

pushed zero copula to its final stronghold, the unmarked third person present 

tense. Since that is the only place it is acceptable in, Imbabura Quechua will go 

down as having a verbal copula strategy. 

 Nominal predication will be returned to a little further down in example 

(102). For now, let us consider verbal main clauses and their negation strategy 

by looking at examples (100) and (101).

(100) (ñuka) Marya-ta     jya -ni

 I Maria-ACC  love-PRES.1SG

 “I love Maria.” (Cole 1982: 34)

(101) Juzi  mana  chay    llama-ta      randi    –rka          -chu

 José  NEG   that    sheep-ACC  buy     -PAST.3SG -NEG

 “José did not buy that sheep.”¬ (Cole 1982: 85)

As illustrated in (101) above, standard negation in Imbabura Quechua is a two-

part strategy: it requires the separate particle mana and the suffix –chu¬ on the 

verb. Should mana be left out, a yes-no question would be the result (Cole 1982: 

83). Knowing this, we will now return to predicate negation. The reason why this 

has been kept to the end is that no example was found for this particular vari-

ety of the Quechua macrolanguage. However, depending on the relative mutual 

intelligibility and the very basic language function sought after, example (102) 

from an unknown Peruvian Quechua variety is deemed approptriate here.

(102) Ay    Taytá  -y,  mana-m              hucha-sapa    -chu       ka-ni,

 Oh    Father-1   not    -FOC:DIR   fault  -PAUG -NEG     be -PRES.1SG 

 “Oh Father, I’m no sinner.” 

 (Valderrama Fernández & Escalante Guitiérrez 1982: 30-31)

The similarity in the copula verb and its ending in relation with Imbabura Que-

chua as well as the shared negator underline the credibility of the inclusion of 
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example (102) here. It seems very plausible that Imbabura Quechua would use 

the same basic structure if maybe some different lexemes, and with that in mind 

the conclusion is that the predicate negation strategy is exactly like the standard 

negation strategy, using mana and –chu. Considering in addition to that the sub-

stantially higher frequency of the verbal copula strategy as compared to the zero 

copula in Imbabura Quechua and we end up with another language that acts in 

supports of the hypothesis.

4.1.1.21 Urarina (isolate)

The language isolate Urarina is not a direct 

neighbour of any Quechua variety, but is 

also spoken in Peru, in the Urarinas district 

to be precise. It is a considerably less popu-

lated language with a mere 3,000 speakers 

(2002 figure). The notion has been coined 

that Urarina should be classified as an An-

dean language, but as of yet, this remains to 

be only a suggestion. 

 Urarina has a copula nia “which is a morphologically regular verb and is 

subject to inflection for all verbal categories except the causative and comple-

tive aspect, which are not attested (Olawsky 2006: 391)”. Let us see this verbal 

copula in use in examples (103) and (104).

(103)  kanu  kuraa=te       hwãa   ne

 1SG   name =FOC  Juan    be.3SG/E

 “My name is Juan.” (Olawsky 2006: 393)

(104) letɕuŋka     metoro  ni-a            raj      kaare

 ten-NOM   meter    be-3SG/A  POSS  length

 “Its length is 10 meters.” (Olawsky 2006: 393)
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Indeed, some of the promised inflections are visible in examples (103) and (104). 

Before we move on to the somewhat complicated negation system, example 

(105) of an affirmative verbal main clause will be considered, just to make sure 

the copula nia does not cross over to an auxiliary function in this domain.

(105) enejtɕu    kwára-a           katɕá

 monkey   see    -3SG/A  man

 “The man saw the monkey.” (Olawsky 2006: 114)

No sign of nia, so the conclusion about Urarina’s copula strategy remains to stand 

firmly. Moving on to negation, let us look at examples (106) and (107) to under-

stand why that system is a bit confusing in Urarina.

(106) kwatia  kanu  i     =tɕene  letono    ni-a      -ũ        =ta

 not        1SG  2SG=place  envoy  be-NEG-1SG/A=FRS

 “I am not the envoy for your place.” (Olawsky 2006: 554)

(107) iɲono          ku    -eni   -a          katɕa=ne

 ayahuasca  drink-NEG-3SG/D  man  =CND

 “If a man does not drink ayahuasca (he does not do God’s will at all.)” 

 (Olawsky 2006: 553)

In sentence (106), an example of negated nominal predication, the negator is 

the suffix –a and particle kwatia. In (107), an example of standard negation, 

the negator is the suffix –eni. At first sight, one may conclude that we are deal-

ing with different negation strategies here. What we are in fact dealing with, 

though, are different surface forms of the same strategy. Let us first deal with 

kwatia which is “an emphasising negative introducer for ‘not’ (Olawsky 2006: 

558)”. Since it is used as an introductory emphasiser, it can be disregarded when 

it comes to the analysis of Urarina’s negation strategy, which in its core is lim-

ited to suffixes. Even though it may seem hard to believe that those suffixes we 

have seen in the examples above belong to the same negation strategy, Olwasky 
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(2006) takes away doubts about the existence of a shared strategy by remarking 

that “the copula is no exception from regular negation marking (2006: 553)”. 

In fact, he states, “there are several allomorphs for the negative suffix, whose 

realisation is based on the three different person inflection classes (2006: 552)”. 

The copula does not represent a separate class (2006: 391); it belongs to class A 

along with other verbs. This is how the negation system works:

Seven though it seemed hard to believe at first sight, we are in fact dealing with 

one and the same negation strategy covering both domains here. Further above, 

we had already concluded that the Urarina copula is verbal, and with these facts, 

this language supports the predictions made in the hypothesis.

4.1.2 Non-verbal copula, different negation strategies for 

both domains

This section is a discussion of the 21 languages included the sample which were 

found to predominantly use a non-verbal copula encoding strategy in equational 

sentences and, as the hypothesis would have it, different negation strategies for 

predicate negation and standard negation. Each language has its own subsection.

4.1.2.1 Acehnese (Austronesian/Malayo-Polynesian/Chamic)

Acehnese is an Austronesian language with 3.5 mil-

lion speakers, according to a 2000 census. It is spo-

ken in the Aceh region of Northern Sumatra, a major 

island in the very west of the Indonesian archipel-

ago, near Malaysia. Though the Batak language, a 

Southern neighbour of Acehnese on the Sumatra is-

- For all E-, D-forms, the negative suffix is –ene.
- For A-forms, the negative suffix is –a for 1ps, -e for 2ps, and –i 
for 3ps.
- In the A-form, minor derivations occur when the negative suf-
fix is preceded by the irrealis marker –ri.”
(Olawksy 2006: 552)

“
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land, is not a zero copula language, the Aceh language is, like the majority of 

languages in the Austronesian region. This is illustrated in examples (108) and 

(109) below.

(108) di    =gopnyan guru  =lôn

 FOC  he           teacher 1

 “He is my teacher.”

(109) aneuk=lôn  kön=jih  aneuk=lôn   si=amat

 child     I     not    he  child     I     title Amat

 “He is not my child; my child is Amat.” (Durie 1985: 198)

Indeed, Acehnese does not use a copula. Interestingly, example (109) above also 

shows us how nominal predication is negated: the negative particle kön is used. 

Other forms of predication use a form of a different negative particle hana, which 

is also used for standard negation. The latter is illustrated by examples (110) and 

(111) below.

(110) keu =jih  hana      =galak =lôn

 DAT  he   NEG         like        1

 “I don’t like him.” (Durie 1985: 49)

(111) h’an=galak=geuh  (keu=) u           =muda

 NEG   like     3       (DAT)   coconut  young

 “He doesn’t like young coconut.” (Durie 1985: 62)

As we can see in these examples, the negative particle hana surfaces in different 

forms; nevertheless these forms are derived from the same root. For the sake of 

completeness, let us also consider (112), a declarative verbal main clause with-

out negation:
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(112) ji = kap’ = keuh

 3     bite      you

 “It bites you.” (Stokhof 1988: 335)

In summary, Acehnese has been illustrated to be devoid of copula usage for 

nominal predication. To support the hypothesis, then, this language would have 

to use separate negation strategies for nominal predication on the one hand and 

standard negation on the other. This has been proven to be the case, and thus 

Acehnese does not contradict the predictions made in the hypothesis.

4.1.2.2 Kwamera (Austronesian/Malayo-Polynesian/Oceanic)

The Austronesian language of Kwamera 

is a distant cousin of Acehnese, which 

is discussed above in subsection 4.1.2.1. 

With 3,500, its number of speakers is one 

thousand times lower than the latter’s 

number of speakers. Kwamera is spoken 

in the Oceanic island nation of Vanuatu, 

which is situated to the southeast of New 

Guinea, relatively close to New Caledo-

nia. Like its distant cousin, the Kwamera 

language is a zero copula language. This is exemplified in (113) below.

(113)  iema fa     remú -k.

 man  that  father-1SG

 “That fellow is my father.” (Lindstrom & Lynch 1994: 25)

Now let us move on to the subject of negation. Before we discuss anything, we 

will take a look at example (114), which is the negated version of (113).
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(114) ieama fa     r      -pk   -o  -mha   remú -k

 man    that  3SG-SEQ-do-NEG  father-1SG

 “That fellow is not my father.” (Lindstrom & Lynch 1994: 29)

Once again, we find no copula. Because this is essentially a verbless clause, the 

negative of the verb o ‘do, make’ is used to negate the sentence (Lindstrom & 

Lynch 1994: 28). This is formed by suffixing mha to that verb stem. This, how-

ever, is just one form of negation that happens to be in use for (verbless) nominal 

predication. To quote Lindstrom and Lynch,  “by far the commoner form, how-

ever, uses the negative verb apwah followed by a nominalized form of the verb 

being negated (using the discontinuous nominalizing affix {n-…-ien}) (1994: 

28)”. The latter negation strategy is indeed found in examples of standard nega-

tion, like (115) below.

(115) iak    -apwah   n     -arai -ien      nei      ia      takwɨr.  

 1EXC-NEG     NOM-cut  -NOM  wood  LOC  mountain

 “I don’t cut wood on the mountain.” (Lindstrom & Lynch 1994: 28)

We find the exact strategy discussed in the citation above in use in (115). This 

proves that standard negation is different from negated nominal predication in 

the basic sense that the former uses apwah as negative particle while the latter 

uses mha. That leaves us to consider the example (116) of a declarative verbal 

main clause for the sake of completeness.

(116) in    r     -okeikei  pran       naha.

 he   3SG-like       woman  that

 “He likes that woman.” (Lindstrom & Lynch 1994: 25)

Kwamera, thus, is a zero copula language like most of its Austronesian brethren. 

It requires separate strategies for the negation of one the hand nominal predi-

cation and on the other hand declarative verbal main clauses. Therefore, the 

Kwamera language supports the hypothesis.
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4.1.2.3 Ura (Austronesian/Malayo-Polynesian/Oceanic)

A nearly extinct language that had just six 

speakers when Terry Crowley last checked 

in 1998, Ura is a close brother to Kwam-

era (subsection 4.1.2.2), being an Oceanic 

Austronesian language spoken in the state 

of Vanuatu. Naturally, areal and genetic 

ties suggest that Ura will act no differently 

from Kwamera. Let us find out first of all 

by considering (117) and (118), two ex-

amples of copulative sentences.

(117) yau   nivan-yau   derelwa.

 1SG  name-1SG  Derelwa

 “My name is Derelwa.” (Crowley 1998: 9)

(118) ga     yarvin.

 2SG  woman.

 “You are a woman.” (Crowley 1998: 31)

With the minimal distribution of zero copula in mind, these examples of both a 

third person (117) and a non-third person (118) copulative sentence illustrate 

that Ura is a zero copula language, as in both sentences (the second being of 

special interest as it is in second person) the subject and the nominal predicate 

are simply juxtaposed. Let us see where the negative particle fits in to that by 

examining (119) below.

(119) yau  davawi  yarvin.

 1SG  NEG     woman.

 “I am not a woman.” (Crowley 1998: 31)
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Preceding the predicate it negates, the particle davawi is used as negation strat-

egy for equational sentences. The same particle does not reappear in instances of 

standard negation. Consider examples (120) and (121).

(120) ei     ya              -tu     -m   -noɣori.

 no   1SG:PRES-NEG-EM-MR:know

 “No, I do not know him.” (Crowley 1998: 46)

(121) sai         nup    y                   -oɣsi       ra     novum       m -etw  -oɣori.

 INDEF  yam  3SG:DISTPAST-BR:see  LOC  beginning  ES-NEG-BR:know

 “A yam saw him first and did not know him.” (Crowley 1998: 45)

 

The negative particle davawi is not used here; instead, negation is formed by the 

use of a prefix that joins the queue in front of the main verb. It even appears that 

the negative particle in negated declarative verbal main clauses agrees with the 

subject in number. Though the main verb is the same in both (120) and (121), 

in the former the negative prefix is tu and the subject is first person, while in 

the latter, the negative prefix is etw while the subject is third person. Sentence 

(122) below illustrates a non-negated declarative verbal main clause without the 

aforementioned prefixes, suggesting that they are indeed negators. 

(122) yau    ya           -noɣori.

 1SG  1SG:PERS-MR:know

 “I know him.” (Crowley 1998: 47)

While on face value not so similar to the closely related language of Kwamera, 

the two languages, like the other Austronesian languages discussed above in this 

section, act accordingly in the domains investigated here. Like these other three 

languages, Ura has zero copula and negates nominal predication differently from 

declarative verbal main clauses. This means that Ura, too, supports the hypothesis.
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4.1.2.4 Maori (Austronesian/Malayo-Polynesian/Oceanic/Polynesian)

An official language of the state of New 

Zealand with no more than 60,000 speak-

ers, Maori is another Austronesian zero 

copula language. In this, it resembles 

both its distant cousin Acehnese (4.1.2.1) 

and the closer related Kwamera (4.1.2.2) 

and Ura (4.1.2.3). Examples (123) and 

(124) of nominal predication illustrates 

the absence of a copula.

(123) he      tohunga  ia.

 DET  expert     3SG

 “He is an expert.” (Harlow 1996: 25)

(124) ko  Pani  maa    ngaa    kuki

 EQ  Pani  and   others  the(PL) cook

 “Pani and company are the cooks.” (Bauer 1993: 143)

Now that it has been established that Maori does not encode nominal predication 

through the use of a verbal copula or any other type of copula, the next thing 

to be reviewed is the situation of the negative. First we will consider (125) and 

(126), which are the negative versions of examples (123) and (124) above.

(125) ehara   ia      i        te       tohunga.

 NEG    3SG  PREP  DET  expert

 “He is not an expert.” (Harlow 1996: 25)

(126) eehara  ngaa       kuki   i    a        Pani  maa

 NEG      the(PL)  cook  at  PERS  Pani  and others

 “The cooks are not Pani and company.” (Bauer 1993: 143)
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Apart from the minor difference in vowel length between ehara and eehara, these 

sentences share the same negation strategy. This strategy is limited to negating 

“equative sentences, classifying sentences and also some prepositional sentences 

(Harlow 1996: 143)”. This suggests that standard negation is done in a differ-

ent manner. Unfortunately, no example of such a sentence was found. Pearce 

(1999), however, is clear about the situation: “Maori has a two-way system of 

sentence negation, using a variety of forms (kāhore, kīhai, e kore…) for sentence 

negation and a single form, ēhara, for what is described as predicate negation. 

(1999: 261)”. Despite the lack of an example of standard negation to compare 

and contrast with, example (127) of a declarative verbal main clause may still be 

of interest to illustrate the fact that no suspicious auxiliaries or copulas are used.

(127) kei.te   pīrangi    au    ki        tēnā  pukapuka.

 T/A     want      1SG  PREP  DET  book

 “I want that book (of yours).” (Harlow 1996: 19)

So what we have here is another Austronesian language that supports the hy-

pothesis. Like its Austronesian brethren, Maori makes no use of a verbal, particle 

or inflectional copula; also, as pointed out in Pearce (1999), negation of nominal 

predication and declarative verbal main clauses is done differently. 

4.1.2.5 Lavukaleve (Central Solomons)

According to figures from 1999, the language of Lavukaleve is spoken by a mere 

1,780 speakers on the Russell Islands, 

which are part of an island group called 

the Solomon Islands. The current clas-

sification as part of the Central Solo-

mons language family has been recently 

adopted by Ethnologue (in 2009); in-

terestingly, before that, there was the 

notion that this language and its Cen-

tral Solomons brother languages Bilua, 



78
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

Touo and Savosavo were in fact part of the East Papuan language group. As it 

stands, there are grounds to believe that these languages from a separate lan-

guage family. Let us see how this representative acts when it comes to the copula 

by looking at example (128).

(128) o!    fova                suni  nga         -tulav             hova

 oh   DP.PROX.PL   all    1SGPOSS-children(PL)  MOD.PROX.PL

 “Oh! These are all my children! [lit: These ones are all these my children.]” 

 (Terrill 2003: 240)

No copula marking appears in example (128). In Angela Terrill’s 2003 grammar 

of Lakuvaleve, the presence of a copula is not affirmed; rather, she speaks of 

“non-verbal clauses” consisting of “non-verbal predicates and its subject argu-

ment” which in turn “can be described as “the other noun phrase argument of a 

clause with a non-verbal predicate” (2003: 240). This supports the notion that 

there is indeed no verbal copula (if any copula at all) in this language, and that 

instead it applies a non-verbal strategy for non-verbal predication. Next we shall 

consider two verbal main clauses, one affirmative (129) and one negative (130).

(129) marigen     solo              la                    a      -le    -a      feo

 yesterday  mountain(f)  SGf.DEF.ART  1SGs- see -SGf  3SGfFOC

 “Yesterday I saw the mountain.” (Terrill 2003: 252)

(130) ui           e            -u   -la     -m       o    sia -la     -m      fin

 food(n)  3SGnOBJ-eat-NEG-SGm  and  do -NEG-SGm  3SGm.FOC

 “ …he didn’t eat or do anything.” (Terrill 2003: 461)

However unfortunate it may be that la appears in both (129) and (130) with dif-

ferent meanings, Terrill helps us out by noting that “the verbal suffix –la is used 

to negate a verb (2003: 461)”. The next unfortunate thing is that an example of 

predicate negation lacks all together. Once again, though, Terrill gives a helping 

hand: “The intransitive verb tave means ‘be not’, and is used to create a negative 
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proposition (2003: 463)”. The strategies for standard negation and predicate ne-

gation are therefore quite different. Knowing that Lakuvaleve also applies a non-

verbal negation strategy, this representative of the newly acknowledged Central 

Solomons language family follows the line of the hypothesis.

4.1.2.6 Fulfulde (Niger-Congo/Senegambian)

A language of 10 to 16 million speak-

ers of the Senegambian subgroup of 

the Niger-Congo language family, 

Fulfulde (also called Fula or Fulani) 

is in fact spoken throughout West 

and Central Africa by the Fulani peo-

ple, as far east as the Central African 

Republic, as far west as Dakar, as far 

south as Cameroon and as far north 

as Mauritania. Though zero copula 

languages are not a majority in this 

region, Fulfulde is indeed one such zero copula language, as illustrated in exam-

ples (131) to (133) below.

(131) nyaako   ‘am   Sarkin  Fulaani   Naaraayi

 father     my   Sarkin  Fulani    Narayi

 “My father is Sarkin Fulani Narayi.” (McIntosh 1984: 62)

(132) ɗum   laɓi

 it       knife

 “It’s a knife.” (McIntosh 1984: 63)

(133) laɓi    wonɗon

 knife  is

 “It’s a knife.” (McIntosh 1984: 63)
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Normally, such a great number of examples would not be necessary to make 

my point, but (132) and (133) deserve some extra attention. Let us first of all 

conclude that in (131), a standard identificational sentence, no copula is used 

whatsoever. Examples (132) and (133), though identical in meaning, contrast in 

form. Does the presence of wonɗon suggest that there is in fact a verbal copula 

in Fulfulde? It does not, in fact. When there is class concord between the sub-

ject and the predicate, the two NPs are juxtaposed; when there is not, either the 

neutral class pronoun ɗum is used as a dummy subject, or the clefting particle of 

verbal origin wonɗon (derived from the copular verb woni plus the adverb ɗon 

‘present, around’) is used (McIntosh 1984: 62-63). However tempting it may be 

to conclude that there is a verbal copula in use, this is in fact not the case, as 

wonɗon, though derived from a verb, is, as stated above, a clefting particle. Ear-

lier on in this thesis, it has been established that the cut-off point between copula 

and zero copula is made between verbal and non-verbal. The latter is the case for 

Fulfulde. However interesting the suggestion of a copular verb woni may be, it 

has been found in use as a verb and may well be relic from past usage.

 Having established that Fulfulde is indeed a zero copula language in the 

terms posited for this investigation, we move on to see what the situation is 

regarding negation strategies. First off, we look at (134) and (135), which are 

negated versions of copulative sentences (131) and (133) above.

(134) nyaako   ‘am   naa  Sarkin   Fulaani    Naaraayi

 father     my   not   Sarkin  Fulani     Narayi

 “My father is not Sarkin Fulani Narayi.” .” (McIntosh 1984: 63)

(135) naa  laɓi   wonɗon

 not   knife  is

 “It’s a knife.” (McIntosh 1984: 64)

Regardless of copula marking strategy – zero or particle – negation for nominal 

predication is expressed through the use of the negative particle naa. So how is 

standard negation expressed in Fulfulde? Let us first look at (136), an example 
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what a declarative verbal main clause looks like.

(136) Faatu    natt  -ay                                      suudu  mum

 Fatu     enter-VoiceAspectPolarity-suffix  hut      her

 “Fatu enters/will enter her hut.” (McIntosh 1984: 99)

No auxiliaries or copulas are used in a declarative verbal main clause like (136), 

securing the conclusion drawn about the copula strategy. Let us now consider 

examples (137) and (138) of standard negation:

(137) faatu  natt –ataa    suudu    mum

 Fatu   enter  NEG  hut       her

 “Fatu doesn’t/won’t enter her hut.” (McIntosh 1984: 101)

(138) a     -huw  -ataa   jemma

 you  work  NEG  night

 “You don’t/won’t work at night.” (McIntosh 1984: 101)

Although (138) is not of the John does not eat pizza-type, it serves as a check-up 

to make sure that indeed the suffix –ataa is the negator here. Knowing that, we 

have to conclude that standard negation is expressed differently from negation 

of copulative sentences. In addition to that we have also seen that Fulfulde does 

not make use of a verbal copula, but rather a zero copula or a particle copula, 

i.e. a non-verbal copula strategy, so this language also does not pose a problem 

for the hypothesis.

4.1.2.7 Ndebele (Niger-Congo/Bantu)

Part of the well-documented Bantu subgroup of the 

Niger-Congo language family that covers most of 

the southern half of the African continent, Ndebele 

is spoken by a little over 1,5 million people (2001 

data), almost all of them living in Zimbabwe. Like 
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Fulfulde (subsection 4.1.2.6), its distant cousin from the north, Ndebele has no 

verbal copula strategy, as is illustrated in example (139) below.

(139) indoda   i     -ng   -u     -titsha10

 man      C15-COP-3SG-teacher

 “The man is a teacher.” (Bowern & Lotridge 2002: 54)

Clearly, there is a copula element present in this sentence. So what is the nature 

of this element? To quote Bowern and Lotridge (2002), “one can see that for true 

copula sentences, a ng- is prefixed to the predicate noun, rather than a verb being 

used. This morpheme may be prefixed to nouns, pronouns and adjectives (2002: 

53)”. Having established that we are not dealing with a verbal copula here, let 

us look at (140), which is an example of a declarative verbal main clause, to see 

whether this copula does not surface again in an auxiliary function.

(140) USipho   u      -(ya)    -bhal –a   ibugu.

 Sipho     3SG -(pres) –read -a   book

 “Sipho reads a book.” (Bowern & Lotridge 2002: 71)

The copula does not surface again, but the third person marking found in the 

equational example above does resurface here as a prefix on the verb. The ques-

tion is now: how would both the examples (139) and (140) presented above be 

negated? Consider example (141).

(141) indoda   ka    -yi   -so      titsha

 man      NEG-OBJ-NEG  teacher

 “The man is not a teacher.” (Bowern & Lotridge 2002: 54)

Let us look again to Bowen and Lotridge for an analysis of what we see here: 

“The negation of the copulative forms (…) is achieved via the circumfix (k)a-so, 

10 Note how the word titsha for ‘teacher’ is obviously a remnant of English colonialism.
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which  surrounds the noun class markers, which are same as the paradigm of 

subject markers (2002: 54)”. So how about standard negation? Example (142) 

illustrates this.

(142) a     -ngi  -fund -i

 NEG-1SG-study-NEG

 “I do not study.” (Bowern & Lotridge 2002: 71)

Unfortunately, no present tense example could be found with an object like in 

John does not eat pizza. We can still, however, see a negation strategy in use in 

this sentence. Bowen and Lotridge analyse how this strategy works by stating 

that “negation of a verb in present tense is achieved via circumfixation. To ne-

gate the verb the prefix ka- (or its variant a-) is initially attached to the fully in-

flected verbal complex, and also instead of the suffix –a, the negative indication 

–i is attached verb-finally (2002: 71).” The formulation of Bowen and Lotridge’s 

explanation clearly suggests that this is the standard negation strategy for sen-

tences with a present tense verb. Now we know that copulative sentences are 

negated, apart from the omnipresent prefix ka-, by the suffix –so, while present 

tense standard negation uses the suffix –i. Therefore, we must consider the nega-

tion strategies to be different. Of course, we have already seen that Ndebele has 

a non-verbal copula strategy. This means that Ndebele supports the hypothesis, 

even though acts quite opposite from its Bantu relative Nkore-Kiga (subsection 

4.1.1.1) discussed in the previous section.

4.1.2.8 Koromfé (Niger-Congo/Atlantic-Congo/Volta-Congo/Gur/

Northern/Kurumfe)

Koromfé is spoken by 196,000 people in the north 

of Burkina Faso and 2,000 more across in the border 

in Mali (2000 figures). According to Ethnologue, it 

is also called Fula – not to be confused with another 

child of the Niger-Congo language family, the Sen-

egambian Fula (or Fulani/Fulfulde) language. Ko-



84
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

romfé has a particle copula la, as is illustrated in examples (143) and (144) below.

(143) mə              la        (a)                 jɔ

 PRON.1SG  COP   ART (elided)  chief+SG.

 “I am the chief.” (Rennison 1997: 151)

(144) məkɔ                   segre            la      suleimaan 

 DISJ.PRON.1SG  name+SG   COP  Souleymane

 “My (first) name is Souleymane.” (Rennison 1997: 315)

Unfortunately, an example lacks for predicate negation. Rennison’s (1997) text 

makes clear that the particle copula has a negative counterpart dɔ (1997: 151).  

This leaves little to the imagination for the outcome of this investigation into 

Koromfé’s negation situation, but for the sake of completeness, let us look at an 

affirmative (145) and a negative (146) verbal main clause to see what exactly 

the difference is between predicate negation (done with the negative particle 

copula, as said above) and standard negation.

(145) bʌdini   homs                a        hem            koŋ

 Badini  heat (TRANS)  ART   water (SG)  DET.NON-HUM.SG

 “Badini boils the water.” (Rennison 1997: 268)

(146) maa                   zɔmmɔ          a         wakɪrɪ

 NEG.PRON.1SG  want.DUR   ART    5 franc coin.SG

 “I don’t want any money.” (Rennison 1997: 166)

In example (146), we see standard negation in action: a negative pronoun is 

used, in this case maa for the first person singular. As we have seen that predi-

cate negation is achieved by the use of the particle dɔ, it is obvious that the ne-

gation strategies for predicate and standard negation are different in Koromfé. 

We already knew that this language has a particle copula and thus a non-verbal 

strategy, and so we can safely say that Koromfé supports the hypothesis.
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4.1.2.9 Jacaltec (Mayan/Kanjobalan)

Jacaltec, also called Poptí, is a Ma-

yan language spoken in Guatemala 

and Southern Mexico by around 

90,000 Jacaltec people. Because the 

language is so dissimilar from Indo-

European languages while still be-

ing healthy and alive and its speak-

ers are fairly easy to reach, it is a 

favourite subject for study among 

language typologists. It is one of 

two Mayan languages – the other 

one being Tzotzil (subsection 4.1.2.10) – to be discussed in this thesis, both of 

them appearing in this section.

 On the topic of the copula, Craig (1977) states that “there are no auxiliary 

verbs in Jacaltec. Neither is there a copula of identity. No copula of identity ap-

pears in the completive aspect or in negative sentences. However, the language 

does possess two copulas of existence (1977: 18).” This zero copula situation is 

illustrated in (147) and (148) below.

(147) sonlom                naj

 marimba player  CL/he

 “He is/was a marimba player.” (Craig 1977: 18)

(148) mat    sonlom-oj                    naj

 NEG  marimba player-IRR    CL/he

 “He is/was not a marimba player.” (Craig 1977: 18)

Besides being verbless, identificational sentences, as we can see in the latter ex-

ample above, are negated with a two-part system: there is the negative particle 

mat that precedes the negated nominal predicate, and the suffix –oj that is tagged 

on to the same predicate. Standard negation is done differently, as we have come 



86
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

to expect in this section. We can see this in example (149).

(149) mach  chawoche  te’   cape

 NEG   you like    CL  coffee

 “You do not like coffee.” (Craig 1977: 27)

Example (149) shows that in standard negation, as compared to the negation of 

identificational sentences, the negative particle is not mat but mach. Craig (1977) 

notes that “for the negation of sentences with a finite verb, the negation word 

mat combines with the existential ay, yielding mach. The phonological deriva-

tion of mach from mat + ay is not very clear, but the fact that it has occurred is 

obvious in the negation of possessive expressions (1977: 26).” The suffix oj is ab-

sent in (149). In sentence negation, the suffix reappears in the negative particle 

machoj ‘no’ instead of as a suffix; in finite verb negation, it is not present (Craig 

1977: 27). The notion that this suffix does have a negating function is supported 

by its absence in an affirmative sentence like (150).

(150) waltu’   babel   ẍ-∅-co-watx’e           s-koye-hal     no’

 then     first     we make it               its dough      CL

 “Then first we make the dough.” (Craig 1977: 393)

The difference, then, in negation strategies is subtle but nevertheless there. Be-

cause the absence of a copula for identificational sentences is also a fact, we can 

conclude with the notion that Jacaltec supports the hypothesis.

4.1.2.10 Tzotzil (Mayan/Tzeltalan)

Spoken in Eastern Central Mexico by 25,000 peo-

ple according to a dated 1990 census, Tzotzil is a 

northern Mayan cousin of Jacaltec, discussed in 

subsection 4.1.2.9 above. Unsurprisingly, as both 

languages appear in the same section here, they act 

accordingly in the domains investigated. Let us nev-
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ertheless consider the proof, starting off with an illustration of the Tzotzil copula 

strategy with the help of example (151).

(151) y    -amiko  -s   ba    -ik     li    viniketike

 A3  friend   A3  self  3PL  the  men 

 “The men are friends.” (Aissen 1987: 86)

In predicate nominal constructions in Tzotzil, the absolutive marks the theme. 

There is no overt copula (Coon & Shklovsky 2007: 5), as can be told from (151). 

Now let us see how a sentence like (151) one is negated by considering (152).

(152) mu    vinik  –uk    li     Petul  –e

 NEG  man   NEG  the  Petul  CLITIC

 “Petul is not a man (i.e., yet).” (Aissen 1987: 13)

The negation strategy in (152) is quite reminiscent of the same construction in 

Jacaltec, in the sense that it consists of two parts: a negative particle (mu) be-

fore the predicate and a suffix after the predicate (-uk). Aissen (1987) describes 

Tzotzil negation by saying that “sentences are negated by combining mu or muk’ 

(…) with a clause. (…) When mu combines with a clause whose predicate is 

nonverbal, the predicate is suffixed with –uk (-ik- word-internally) (Aissen 1987: 

12-13).” Laughlin (1975) adds that “mu generally constrasts with muk’, implying 

speaker’s unwillingness to carry out an action (1975: 241)”. Now let us see how 

this works out for standard negation by considering example (153). An example 

of a declarative verbal main clause (154) is also provided for comparison.

(153) mu    s-            na7     x-       k’opoj

 NEG  A-3pers  know  NEUT  speak

 “He doesn’t know how to speak.” (Aissen 1987: 14)
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(154) 7ep     k-           ich’     –oj      tal     k-            ot

 much  A-1pers  bring   PERF  here  A-1pers   tortilla

 “I brought a lot of tortillas.” (Aissen 1987: 270)

What we see in (153), with consideration of the previous information, is that the 

negative particle mu and muk’ are not in complementary distribution, meaning 

that thus far, the strategies are still the same. However, there is a difference in 

strategies between the two domains, as can be deduced from the citation from 

Aissen (1987) above. Because the predicate is non-verbal in identificational sen-

tences, the suffix –uk is needed to complete its negation, while for standard 

negation, the predicate is verbal and the suffix is not needed. Knowing that, the 

situation in Tzotzil seems even more similar to that in its relative Jacaltec. Like 

that language, Tzotzil, thus, has no overt copula and subtly different negation 

strategies, which means that this language, too, supports the hypothesis. 

4.1.2.11 Dhivehi (Maldivian) (Indo-European/Indo-Aryan/

Sinhalese-Maldivian)

Dhivehi, also called Maldivian after the re-

gion where it originates from and is mostly 

spoken in, is an Indo-Aryan language, sharing 

some ancestry with most European languages. 

Most of its speakers are in the Maldives but a 

smaller number of additional speakers reside 

in India, adding up to a total of 370,000 peo-

ple (2007 figure). Let us start off by reviewing 

its copula situation with the help of examples (155) and (156).

(155) e-ī          bōṭek.

 that-EQ  boat.INDEF

 “That is a boat.” (Cain & Gair 2000: 19)
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(156) rašīd-akī aharen-ge     gē    magu-gai    hunna      fihāraegge             sēṭ- ek.

 R.-EQ     I         -GEN house street-LOC be.RPRT  store.INDEF.GEN clerk-INDEF

 “Rashid is a clerk in a store located on the street that my house is on.” 

 (Cain & Gair 2000: 38)

In (155) and (156) an equational marker (which can surface in two forms: 

[-akī/-ī]) functions as an overt copula, which is unique among the Indo-Aryan 

as well as the South Asian languages (Cain & Gair 2000: 38). This marker being 

a non-verbal element, Dhivehi shall be considered a zero (or non-verbal) copula 

language in the context of the hypothesis. With this knowledge, we move on 

to see what the situation is regarding the negation of both nominal predication 

(157) and declarative verbal main clauses (158). We will also look at an affirma-

tive version  of the latter type of sentence (159) for comparison.

(157) aharenn-akī  ḍokuṭar-ek        nūn.

 I-EQ              doctor-INDEF NEG

 “I’m not a doctor.” (Cain & Gair 2000: 55)

(158) aharen   nōtu    faisā     genguḷē           hitek             nuvē.

 I            notes  money  having.RPRT  heart.INDEF NEG.be.HAB

 “I don’t like having paper money.” (Cain & Gair 2000: 50)

(159) hassan   ali   deke    nafuratu    kure.

 Hassan  Ali  seeing  anger       do.HAB

 “Hassan hates Ali.” (Cain & Gair 2000: 38)

Example (157), an identificational sentence, uses the particle nūn as negation, 

while the latter, an example of standard negation, prefixes nu- to the verb, which 

is how verbal clauses in Dhivehi are negated in general (Cain & Gair 2000: 54). 

The difference seems so slight that one would be hard-pressed to conclude that 

these are two different strategies, but Cain and Gair (2000) make an interesting 

comment about this situation by saying that “verbal clauses in Dhihevi are ne-
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gated by a negative prefix nu-. Verbals can also be negated with the existential 

negative net and with the negation of identity nūn, but special forms are required 

(Cain & Gair 2000: 54-55).” What Cain and Gair are basically saying here is that, 

despite the obvious similarity we have noted between the strategies, there really 

are three exclusive negation strategies which can to a certain extent cross over, 

but only if special forms are used. Most importantly for this investigation, they 

note that negation of verbals (and thus also standard negation) is done in a dis-

tinct way from the negation of identity. 

 Having thus established the difference in negation strategies, we must 

also refer back to the copula situation. Dhivehi takes a unique position among its 

brethren and within its region by having an equational marker serving as overt 

copula, which nevertheless is a non-verbal copula strategy. This Maldivian lan-

guage therefore supports the hypothesis. 

4.1.2.12 Sinhala (Indo-European/Indo-Aryan/Sinhalese-Maldvian)

Though many miles of sea from separate Sri 

Lanka, home of the Sinhala language, from 

the Maldives, home of the Dhivehi language 

(subsection 4.1.2.11), the two are closely re-

lated. Though Sinhala is spoken abroad by a 

relatively small number of people, in Sri Lan-

ka alone it has 15,5 million speakers, which 

is a lot more than Dhivehi. We will now find 

out if they act similarly, starting with the cop-

ula situation, which is illustrated in (160). 

(160) Ranjit  guruwərə   -ek

 Ranjit  teacher    -INDEF

 “Ranjit is a teacher.” (Chandralal 2010: 103)

It cannot be a total surprise that Sinhala acts somewhat differently here than 

Dhivehi does; after all, we have noted that the use of an equational marker 
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as an overt copula was unique within the Indo-Aryan languages in subsection 

4.1.2.11. Accordingly, Sinhala does not encode nominal predication in the same 

way; rather, it uses zero encoding. For the purpose of this study, however, it is 

classified in the non-verbal category, along with Dhivehi. So how does Sinhale 

encode its negation strategies? Chandralal (2010) states that in Sinhala, “nega-

tive expressions are formed by adding the negative particle nænæ to the focus 

form of the verbal predicate. (…) For a non-verbal predicate, the negative par-

ticle is newei (Chandralal 2010: 135).” We can see these strategies in examples 

(161) to (163). Example (164) is declarative verbal main clause that is added for 

comparison with (162) and (163). 

(161) eyaa  guruwərə   -ek       newei

 3SG   teacher    -INDEF NEG

 “She is not a teacher.” (Chandralal 2010: 135)

(162) Ranjit  bat    ka-nn-e          nænæ

 Ranjit  rice  eat-NPt-FOC  NEG

 “Ranjit does not eat rice.” (Chandralal 2010: 135)

(163) Ranjit  wiiduruə     binde              nænæ

 Ranjit  glass         break.PST-NF  NEG

 “Ranjit didn’t break the glass.” (Chandralal 2010: 223)

(164) amma    putaa-ʈə   aadəre-i

 mother  son-DAT  loving-AM 

 “Mother loves her son.” (Chandralal 2010: 105)

Though not in the same way as Dhivehi, Sinhala has separate negation strategies 

for the encoding of verbal and non-verbal predicates (the Dhihevi system is a 

little more complex), as noted by Chandralal in the citation above. Though the 

copula situation is not entirely comparable in both languages, Sinhala will be 

classified as having a non-verbal copula strategy and separate negation strate-
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gies, like its close relative Dhivehi. Following in the same vein as that language, 

Sinhala, too, supports the hypothesis.

4.1.2.13 Mongsen Ao (Sino-Tibetan/Tibeto-Burman/Kuki-Chin-

Naga/Naga/Ao)

The Tibeto-Burman language of Mongsen Ao is 

more generally classified as Naga, as it is spoken 

by the Ao people in Nagaland in the far east of 

India. There is some discrepancy in estimations 

of its number of speakers: a 2000 figure says 

there are 232,000 speakers, whilst a 2005 figure 

makes a considerably lower estimate of 141,000. 

In Mongsen Ao, identity or class membership is expressed in a verbless clause 

like (165), as long is there is not tense marking needed.

(165) kə              tə  -niŋ     pəntáŋmuŋ -la

 1SG.POSS  RL-name  PN            -f

 “My name is Bendangmongla.” (Coupe 2007: 358)

In the past or future tense, however, the copula verb tʃhà is used. For the purpose 

of this reseach, however, which focuses on the unmarked form of the equational 

sentence, Mongsen Ao is a language with a non-verbal copula strategy. Let us 

move one immediately to find out how a sentence like (165) above would be 

negated. This is exemplified by (166).

(166) pa     ta    -saja  -ɹə         nuŋ           -ùʔ

 3SG  NZP-teach-ANOM  NEG.PTCL-DEC

 “He is not a teacher.” (Coupe 2007: 361)

The negative particle nuŋ is used, as we can see in (166), to form predicate nega-

tion. The big question is now whether or not the same particle is used to form 

standard negation. Let us consider example (167).
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(167) tʃuniphitʃùnə, hənsəli       -la sə            nə     a    -hən  təpuŋ-la 

 from.that.day leopard.cat-f   ANAPH AGT NRL-fowl cock -f   

 mə             -tsəpha-la

 NEG-fear     -NEG.PST

 “From that day onwards, Leopard Cat did not fear Rooster.” 

 (Coupe 2007: 292)

It is in fact not the case that the same particle as in (166) is used in a sentence 

like (167), because standard negation requires the negative prefix mə- to be at-

tached to the main verb. Knowing that we have seen a non-verbal copula strat-

egy in this language, this means that Mongsen Ao supports the hypothesis.

4.1.2.14 Gulf Arabic (Afro-Asiatic/Semitic)

The Arabic language spans over an enor-

mous territory, best measured from east 

to west: Iraq is the easternmost country 

with Arabic as its state language, Moroc-

co is the western frontier. Over the span 

of this territory, the Arabic language is, 

unavoidably, spoken in distinct dialects. 

We will examine Gulf Arabic here, which 

is spoken on the Arabian peninsula and 

in Iraq (and to a small extent also in Iran) 

and is named after the Persian Gulf. Before we move on, let us consider this cita-

tion from Holes (1990):

We know now that copula verbs exist in Gulf Arabic, but the real information 

for this investigation lies in the second comment Holes makes. The restrictions 

“Is there an overt be-copula? Yes, the verb kaan (perfect) / yiku-
un (imperfect). Where the proposition expressed in the sentence 
is of eternal, or time-of-utterance only validity, it is not used 
(Holes 1990: 36).”
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to the usage of the copula verbs are of course not conclusive when put like this. 

The question is: is there an overt be-copula in simple present tense equational or 

identificational sentences? Let us look at examples (168) and (169).

(168) huwa   mudarris

 he       teacher

 “He is a teacher.” (Holes 1990: 36)

(169) il-kweet       dawla       ghaniyya

 the-Kuwait  nation-f   rich-f

 “Kuwait is a rich country.” (Holes 1990: 58)

This is still only a selection of the examples found of this type of sentence; none 

of them in fact contain an overt (verbal) copula. The only conclusion possible is 

that for the domain sought after in this investigation, Gulf Arabic is a zero copula 

language. Now we have to find out how sentences like these are negated. Holes 

(1990) points out that “the negative particle mub (variants mu, muhub, hub) is 

used to negate adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, nouns and pronouns (1990: 

73)”. As this includes nominal predication, surely mub should be used to negate 

the sentences we are looking for. Let us see whether this is true by considering 

examples (170) and (171)

(170) haadhi    mub    jaami9a

 this        NEG   university

 “This isn’t a university.” (Holes 1990: 73)

(171) ana   mub  gaSSaab

 I       NEG  butcher

 “I’m not a butcher.” (Holes 1990: 116)

Indeed, mub is used to negate nominal predication. With that knowledge in pos-

session, it is time to look at standard negation. Once again, Holes (1990) helps 
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out with an important piece of information: “Perfect and imperfect verb forms are 

normally negated by the particle ma, which immediately precedes the verb (Holes 

1990: 71)”. Let us put that to the test with an example of standard negation (172) 

and let us subsequently consider a declarative verbal main clause (173).

(172) ma    tishrab         Haliib

 NEG 2mSG-drink  milk

 “You don’t drink milk.” (Holes 1990: 72)

(173) maHHad   tiSaddig            haadha

 no-one     3mSG-believe   this

 “No-one believes this (or “this man”).” (Holes 1990: 241)

Knowing that ma is used for standard negation and mub for the negation of nomi-

nal predication, it can be stated that Gulf Arabic requires different strategies to 

negate these two domains. Because we have also concluded that it has a zero 

copula in the type of sentence we are after for this investigation, the conclusion 

is that Gulf Arabic supports the hypothesis.

4.1.2.15 Harar Oromo (Afro-Asiatic/Cushitic/East)

Though the greater Oromo language area 

stretches over Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibou-

ti, the variety examined here, referred to as 

Harar Oromo (or Eastern Oromo as it is also 

called), is centred around the UNESCO-pro-

tected eastern Ethiopian city of Harar, the 

so-called ‘fourth city of Islam’. Reportedly, 

Eastern Oromo is spoken by a little over 4,5 

million people. From (174) and (175), we can 

see how these speakers mark their predicate nominals.



96
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

(174) inníi  náma’

 he     man

 “He is a man.” (Owens 1985: 11)

(175) sun   mágala•’

 that  market

 “That is a market.” (Owens 1985: 11)

It is clear from (174) and (175) that the subject and the predicate nominal are sim-

ply juxtaposed by a zero copula marking strategy. Let us see whether a copula pops 

up when sentences like these are negated by examining examples (176) and (177).

(176) inníi  namáa  -mihi

 he     man     NEG

 “He is not a man.” (Owens 1985: 12)

(177) sun   magaláa -mihi

 that  market   NEG

 “That is not a market.” (Owens 1985: 12)

No copula surfaces in predicate negation, as can be told from (176) and (177). 

Copulative sentences, as we can see here, are negated through the use of a suffix 

–mihi ‘not’ that is tagged on to the predicate nominal. Now let us look at a declara-

tive verbal main clause (178) and a negated version of a similar sentence (179).

(178) hulaa -f     maná   feed’a

 door  and  house  likes

 “He likes the door and the house.” (Owens 1985: 12)

(179) horíi    hin    -hátu

 cattle  NEG  steal

 “He doesn’t steal cattle.” (Owens 1985: 13)
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For standard negation, a different strategy is used compared to the –mihi copula 

negation strategy seen above. Instead, verbal negation is done by the applica-

tion of a prefix to the verb hin- instead of a suffix –mihi to the predicate nominal. 

The evidence is clear for Harar Oromo: there is no copula. Therefore it belongs 

is the non-verbal copula category, and it needs separate strategies for negation 

of verbal and nominal predicates. This means that this language, like its distant 

Afro-Asiatic cousin Gulf Arabic (subsection 4.1.2.14) above, poses no problem 

whatsoever for the hypothesis.

4.1.2.16 Malecite-Passamaquoddy (Algic/Algonquian/Eastern)

Around the Canadian-American border at 

the northeastern American state of Maine, 

two native Alqonquian tribes reside. With 

2,060 speakers across the area and grow-

ing interest in the language, the Passa-

maquoddy tribe (mostly Maine) and the 

Malecites (mostly Canada) seemingly are 

not about to let their shared language dis-

appear just like that. Let us kick off the 

investigation with (180), an identity sen-

tence, to find out how what copula strategy this language uses.

(180) Piyel   not                    skitap.

 Peter  DEM.ANI(near) man.

 “Peter is a man.” (Leavitt 1996: 52)

Do not be fooled by the word not, this is an affirmative identity sentence, 

which, as we can see here, “consist of nouns and pronouns only (Leavitt 

1996: 52)” as “there is no verb ‘to be’ (Ibid.)” in Malecite-Passamaquoddy. 

Let us see what has to be changed to make an identity sentence negative, 

which is exemplified in (181).
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(181) Kat    not                     Piyel   skitap.

 NEG  DEM.ANI(near)  Peter  man

 “Peter is not a man.” (Leavitt 1996: 52)

Apart from the word order, which has been slightly rearranged to have the de-

monstrative animated pronoun precede the subject, the most important differ-

ence between (180) and (181) is the addition of the negative particle kat, which 

precedes the already fronted pronoun not. The use of this particle is not a fluke, 

as “kat is the negative particle for identity sentences” (Leavitt 1996: 52). Though 

by now it cannot be a surprise anymore whether standard negation is done in the 

same way or not, let us still consider the evidence, which consists of a declarative 

verbal main clause (182) and its negated counterpart (183).

(182) Piyel ‘koselomal.

 Peter love.her

 “Peter loves her.” (Leavitt 1996: 53)

(183) ma    te      Piyel ‘koselomawiyil.

 NEG EMP  Peter  love.her.???

 “Peter does not love her.” (Leavitt 1996: 53)

Unsurprisingly, considering the languages that preceded Malecite-Passa-

maquoddy in this subchapter, standard negation differs from negation of 

nominal predication. In (183), the negative particle is ma instead of kat. Both 

forms of negation do share the same position in a sentence. Comparing the 

(182) and (183) above, we see that in the process of making the affirmative 

sentence negative, a particle of emphasis has been added before the subject 

and succeeding the negative particle. Additionally, the verb form has been 

altered. The latter, of course, is not an issue in identity sentences as they 

have been proven to be non-verbal. With all the information taken together, 

Malecite-Passamaquoddy can be said to support the hypothesis. 



99
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

4.1.2.17 Erzya (Mordvin) (Uralic/Finno-Ugric/Mordvinic)

Obscure as it may sound, Erzya (Mordvin) is 

spoken by no less than 614,000 people (2002 

census) in Russia, mainly in the Mordovian 

republic. It is a relative of the geographically 

removed Hungarian language. Erzya proves 

to be subject for discussion, both when it 

comes to its copula situation as well as its 

negation strategies: for this language, exam-

ples are few and citations are many. Though 

things may take a surprising turn towards the end of the present discussion, it is 

an interesting discussion to present here, also because this justifies the conclu-

sion drawn for this language in the light of this investigation. Turunen (2009) 

provides an overview of the use of copula strategies in Erzya:

Of course, it is difficult to determine what the strategy used for nominal predica-

tion is. It is important to note that Turunen does not mention the verbal copula 

“In the domain of non-verbal predication, three predication strat-
egies are identified in Erzya. Predication is expressed in nomi-
nal, adjectival and locational predicate constructions by (i) the 
zero-copula construction, (ii) the predicative suffix construction 
or (iii) the copula construction. The variation of predication pat-
terns is constrained by at least two factors. The part-of-speech 
affiliation of the predicate affects the choice of predication strat-
egy. The relative frequency and degree of obligation for using 
the predicative suffix construction decreases as we move along 
the scale verb-adjective-noun. Thus, nominal predicates are en-
coded more often by zero-copula constructions than adjectival 
and locational predicates are. Another important factor that af-
fects the choice of predication strategy is genre. To encode the 
present tense, predicative suffix constructions are more frequent 
in written Standard Erzya, while the zero-copula construction is 
more typical of spontaneous speech and translations. In written 
Standard Erzya, the predicative suffix construction occurs more 
regularly than the copula construction for encoding the past 
tense, too, whereas in the data coming from folklore, spontane-
ous speech and translations, the copula construction is clearly 
preferred (2009: 1).” 
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strategy when she discusses the verb-adjective-noun scale, suggesting that it is 

a marginal strategy. This is affirmed by the last part of the citation, in which it 

is said to be used for the past tense in folklore, spontaneous speech and transla-

tions. We can conclude from this that for present tense nominal predication, the 

strategy will at least be non-verbal. The verb-adjective-noun scale suggests that, 

since the use of the predicative suffix decreases along the scale, for predicate 

nominals, a zero copula strategy will be used. Unfortunately, examples (184) and 

(185) below prove that both are used in this domain:

(184) ton   lomań  -at

 2SG  man    -2SG.PRES

 “You are a man.” (Wiedemann 1865: 61)

(185) t’ e-se  ńej     komand’ iŕ-eś      mon

 here    now  chief         -DEF  I

 “Here I am the chief now.” (Erkay 1991: 160)

Difficult as it may be to determine which strategy is predominant in Erzya for 

affirmative nominal predication, for the purposes of this investigation it proves 

to be inconsequential, because both options are non-verbal and would have this 

language end up in the same category anyway. The real difficulty is only about 

to start, though, as forming a conclusion on the situation regarding negation 

proves to be quite difficult. Examples (186) and (187) suggest a shared strategy 

for the negation of nominal predication and declarative verbal main clauses.

(186) mon   ed’         a       śimića  -n 

 I        namely  NEG  drinker-1SG

 “I am not a drinker, you see.” (Syatko, 2003, p. 88)

(187) mon a       večk –an   śokś      -eń     ška

 I      NEG  love-1SG  autumn-GEN  time

 “I don’t like autumn time.” (Mosin & Bajuškin 1983: 33)
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This suggestion of a shared strategy as seen in examples (186) and (187) also 

shines through in Turunen’s (2006) critique of comments made about Erzya 

(Mordvin) in Stassen (1997):

Elsewhere in her work, Turunen uses a more careful wording, saying that “even 

if the negation strategies of nominal and verbal predicates are partly the same in 

the present tense, in the past tense constructions they differ: the same negation 

particle is used with nominal predicates as in the present tense, whereas verbal 

predicates have an inflected negation verb (2006: 180).” The point of interest 

here is the word ‘partly’, suggesting that there is a difference indeed. Despite 

all of her resistance to an acknowledgement of this difference, it is Turunen 

herself who eventually casts the greatest shadow of doubt by stating that “typi-

cally, negators other than verbal negation are employed in nonverbal predica-

tion (2010: 58).” With this remark, Turunen moves into the territory of Stassen’s 

assumptions, the same ones she battled before. As they seem to be in agreement 

in the end, the conclusion that standard (verbal) negation is done with different 

negators than negation of nonverbal predication will be adopted here. We have 

also concluded before that despite a schizophrenic copula situation, the strategy 

would nevertheless be nonverbal, and with these conclusions Erzya supports the 

hypothesis.

“One of the main misleading factors in the classification of Mor-
dvin is that Stassen does not discuss the negation of nominal 
and verbal predicates in Mordvin in detail. He states that the 
encoding of nominal and verbal predicates differs. According to 
him, event predicates are encoded nominally except for negation 
(Stassen 1997: 50, 285, 291). As earlier pointed out in Pajunen 
(1998), this observation does not hold, since the negation parti-
cle avol’ used with nominal predicates is etymologically of the 
same origin as the particle a used with verbal predicates (Pa-
junen 1998: 480–481). Furthermore, in the present tense con-
structions the particle a can be used with nominal predicates… 
(2006: 180).”
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4.1.2.18 Crimean Tatar (Altaic/Turkic/Southern)

Also called Crimean Turkish, this lan-

guage is centred in the Crimean penin-

sula in Ukraine – an area that Russia, 

home of the only distantly related Tatar 

language, still considers to somehow be 

its own – but is also spoken in Romania, 

Moldova, Bulgaria, Russia, Turkey and 

even in Kyrgyzstan. In its Ukrainian cen-

tre, it is spoken by 260,000 people (2006 

census). Example (188) illustrates how 

these people express nominal predication in their language.  

(188) men   odʒa    -m

 I        teacher-PRED

 “I am a teacher.” (Kavitskaya 2010: 61)

The nominal predicate is marked with the suffix –m in (188). This is a predicate 

marker of non-verbal origin, and so Crimean Tatar will be categorized as a non-

verbal copula language, even though it does not have a zero copula. Next, let us 

look at (189): a sentence like (188) above, but in the negative form.

(189) men -im      aɣa      -m               doxtur   degil

 I      -GEN   brother-1SG.POSS  doctor   NEG

 “My brother is not a doctor.” (Kavitskaya 2010: 112)

First off, it is important to acknowledge the fact that the gloss is copied from 

Kavitskaya (2010). For some reason, she chose to gloss the suffix –m in different 

ways in (188) and (189) above. Oddly enough, it tags onto the predicate in the 

former and to the subject in the latter. One could wonder whether it is a predi-

cate marker at all. Whatever the outcome, it is not verbal so it does not endanger 

the categorization of this language. Moving on from the predicate suffix to nega-
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tion, Kavitskaya comments that “present tense sentence with the predicate suffix 

are negated with the help of the negative particle degil (2010: 61)”. Though this 

does not explain why –m is tagged onto the subject in the latter example, it does 

make a case for its status as predicate marker. This citation also tells us that nomi-

nal predication is negated by the use of the negative particle degil, which we find 

in Turkish (subsection 4.1.2.19) too. This is illustrated in (189) above, where it 

occurs at the end of the sentence. Now let us see how standard negation is formed 

in (190) and what a similar affirmative sentence (191) looks like in Crimean Tatar.

(190) o-lar    mafuze-nɯ      jaxʃɯ  aʃtʃɯ   saj         -ma    -j     -lar

 he-PL  Mafuze-ACC  good    cook   consider-NEG-PRES-3PL

 “They do not consider Mafuze a good cook.” (Kavitskaya 2010: 112)

(191) o       bala            kitap         oqu  -j

 that  child.NOM  book.ACC  read-PRES

 “That child is reading a book.” (Kavitskaya 2010: 98)

We do not have to look for degil here, because “the negative suffix –ma can only 

attach to a verb and is used for negating clauses with finite and non-finite verbs 

alike (Kavitsakaya 2010: 111)”. Since there is no verb in copula sentences, -ma 

cannot be used for predicate negation. The conclusion is thus that Crimean Tatar 

requires separate strategies for negation of nominal predication and standard ne-

gation. With its non-verbal copula and separate negation straties, this language 

supports the hypothesis.

4.1.2.19 Turkish (Altaic/Turkic/Southern/Turkish)

Ever the major representative of the Altaic language 

family, Turkish is spoken across the world by almost 

51 million people, 46,3 million of them residing in 

Turkey itself (1987 figure). Judging from the num-

bers, the Turkish diaspora should add up to about 

4,5 million people. Of course, a modest share of 
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those people live in Cyprus, but Turkish can also be heard in Greece, Macedonia, 

Romania and Uzbekistan and to a greater extent in Bulgaria. Ties are close with 

Azerbaijan and a speaker of Turkish is held in high regard there. Apart from 

these more logical areal and genetic connections, Turks have also settled abroad 

to find work and have built up sizeable communities all over Europe, most nota-

bly in Germany. The Turkish language can therefore be heard across a wide area, 

some of which has also once belonged to the Ottoman empire that crumbled 

down and was replaced by the Turkish state in 1923. 

 The agglutinative Turkish language has an inflectional copula, a notion 

supported by Curnow (1999: 4), which means that a morphological element that 

agrees in person and number is suffixed on to the nominal predicate. Example 

(192) illustrates this inflectional copula strategy.

(192) ben    ˆğretmen-im

 I        teacher -COP.1SG

 “I am a teacher.” (Curnow 1999: 4, personal communication with Geoff Haig)

The inflectional nature of the copula, as can be seen in example (192) above, 

means for this investigation that Turkish will be classified as having a non-verbal 

copula strategy. Next, we shall look at standard negation. The situation within 

that domain is described by Göksel and Kerslake (2005), who state that “-mA is 

the primary means used for negating verbal sentences and subordinate clauses 

(2005: 310)”. This hints at separate strategies, but let us not jump to conclusions 

and first consider (193), which is an example of standard negation.

(193) Zeki’yi Fransızca konuşuyor addet         -mi    -yor   -lar

 Zeki     French      speaker      consider-NEG-IMPF-3PL

 “They don’t consider Zeki a speaker of French.” (Göksel & Kerslake 2005: 311)     

We see the strategy for standard negation in action in (193), but it is not in plain 

sight, because -mA is shown in the altered form -mi. Unfortunately, a proper 

example of predicate negation lacks, but Göksel and Kerslake illuminate the situ-
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ation, stating that “değil ‘not’ (…) is primarily the means of negating the linking 

type of nominal sentence. It can combine with the suffixes that occur in nominal 

predicates, namely the copular markers, the person markers belonging to group 

2 and the converbial marker –(y)ken (Göksel & Kerslake 2005: 313).” The same 

particle değil, familiar from the related language Crimean Tatar (4.1.2.18), can 

also be used to negate verbal sentences, but Göksel and Kerslake warn that it is 

not the same as using –mA: “While negating a sentence with –mA simply asserts 

a state of affairs, negating a verbal sentence with değil repudiates an assumption 

which has either been overtly expressed or which the speaker attributes to the 

hearer (2005: 314)”. In other words, it would lead to marked sentences. We can 

safely say, thus, that for standard negation –mA is used and for predicate nega-

tion değil is the negator. Earlier on, we had already classified Turkish as having a 

non-verbal copula strategy. Because of those facts, Turkish supports the hypothesis.

4.1.2.20 Mongolian (Khalkha) (Altaic/Mongolic/Eastern/Oirat-

Khalkha/Khalkha-Buriat)

The term ‘macrolanguage’ has already 

been introduced in the discussions of 

Quechua (4.1.1.20) and Bagri (4.1.1.9), 

but it also applies for Mongolian. The 

variety of Mongolian discussed here, 

Khalkha, is a ‘microlanguage’ of the 

Mongolian macrolanguage, meaning 

that is in a grey area between language 

and dialect. Khalkha, or Central Mongo-

lian as it is also referred to, is spoken by over 2,3 million people in Mongolia 

(1995 figure) and has a limited diaspora in Russia, Kyrgyzstan, Taiwan and the 

United States. It is (somewhat distantly) related to Turkish, which is discussed 

above in 4.1.2.19, as well as to Crimean Tatar (4.1.2.18). Let us see how similar 

they are in their behaviour, beginning with the consideration of an equational 

sentence like (194) to determine what the Khalkha copula strategy is. 
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(194) mini  du:         bagš

 my    brother  teacher

 “My brother is a teacher.” (Svantesson 1991: 194)

No copula appears in (194). This does not mean that Khalkha has no copula 

whatsoever. In his explanation of the Kalkha copula situation, Svantesson (1991) 

gives a nod towards the maligned hat-rack theory: 

From these words, we can conclude that in unmarked sentences, like the ones 

reviewed in this study, the copula is not used. Within the boundaries of this 

investigation, Khalkha is a zero copula language. Having established that, we 

move on to predicate negation, which illustrated in the example (195).

(195) bi      emč      biš

 1SG  doctor  COP.NEG

 “I am not a doctor.” (Gaunt, Bayarmandakh & Chuluunbaatar 2004: 19)

The negative copula biš is used in (195) above. Being a version of the copula, this 

is an unlikely candidate for standard negation, but let us have a look at verbal 

main clauses (196) to (198) anyway.

(196) enijg   Dorž  medne

 this    Dorj   know

 “Dorj knows this.” (Gaunt, Bayarmandakh & Chuluunbaatar 2004: 86)

(197) ene   nom   nadad       khere-guj

 this  book  have.1SG  need  -NEG

 “I don’t need this book.” (Gaunt, Bayarmandakh & Chuluunbaatar 2004: 132)

“The copula verb is bai. It is used when the predicate is a noun 
or an adjective, and is inflected for tense and aspect. The copula 
is not used for temporally and aspectually unmarked situations 
obtaining at the time of speech.” (Svantesson 1991: 194)
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(198) bi     terend      dur-guj

 1SG  him    like-NEG

 “I don’t like him.” (Gaunt, Bayarmandakh & Chuluunbaatar 2004: 132)

Indeed, the negative copula does not reappear in these examples. Instead the 

suffix -guj is tagged on to the main verb as negator. This means that, to sum it 

all up, Khalkha has a zero copula (be it only in the type of sentences sought after 

here) and different negation strategies for predicate and standard negation; as a 

result, it supports the predictions made in the hypothesis and it acts similarly to 

its relatives Turkish and Crimean Tatar without resembling them much.

4.1.2.21 Kalaallisut (Eskimo-Aleut/Eskimo/Inuit)

Kalaallisut, also called Inuktitut, is 

spoken by the native population of 

Greenland. The language is spoken by 

47,800 people there (1995 count) and 

by another 10,000 in Denmark, the 

land of the coloniser. Kalaallisut is a 

notoriously agglutinative language, as 

can be seen in examples (199) to (201) 

of nominal predication below. 

(199) Paapajooq                    qimmiuvoq

 Paapajuuq=Ø              qimmiq-u  -vuq

 Paapajooq=ABS/SG  dog       -be -IND.3SG

 “Paapajooq is a dog.” (Sadock 2003: 49)

(200) uanga   Tuumasi-  u-   vunga

 I           Tuumasi- be- IND.3SG

 “I am Tuumasi.” (Fortescue 1984: 70)
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(201) naalakkirsuisu nut      ila-          a-  vuq

 government    -ALL   member- be- IND.3SG

 “He is a member of the government.” (Fortescue 1984: 70)

Being a very agglutinating language, it takes a little more effort to make out the 

copula strategy of Kalaallisut. Although we seem to be dealing with inflectional 

suffixes, the copula -u- is an fact a verbal stem (Matushanshky & De Dreu 2010: 

2), which, concluding from (201) above, can be subject to vowel harmony pro-

cesses. After this verbal copula stem follows its conjugation suffix that agrees in 

person and number with the subject. 

 Negation proves to be difficult to make conclusions about, which is in 

great part due to the lack of proper examples. Examples (202) and (203) are far 

from perfect within the constraints of this investigation, but nevertheless con-

tribute to the big picture.

(202) inersimasut         kisi=mik          qamuteqanngillat

 inirsimasuq=t   kisi=NOM/PL  qamut-qaq-nngi=(l)lat

 adult=ABS/P   only=NOM/PL  sled-have-not=IND/3PL

 “Only adults don’t have sleds / It’s not the case that only adults have  

 sleds  (ambiguous). (Sadock 2003: 45)

(203) naamik,   napparsima   -nngila-nga. 

 no,          be.sick         -NEG  -I/IND 

 “No, I am not sick.” (Greenlandic Language, 2010, ¶ 4.2.1.1)

Essentially, both (202) and (203) are copulative. They are not of the equational 

kind sought after here, but they are two different types (possessive and adjec-

tival) nevertheless sharing the same strategy. Both sentences feature the affix 

–nngi as a negator. An example for standard negation is lacking here, unfortu-

nately. Luckily, Fortescue (1984) makes a useful comment about this: “Sentence 

negation is expressed derivationally by the affix nngit (or compounds of it such 

as nngitsuur ‘happen not to’) (1984: 136)”. We can conclude from this that give 
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or take the slight change of shape the particle may require to fit in among the 

other affixes in the sentences, the same particle we have seen in the copulative 

sentences above is also used for standard negation. If that is the case, it seems 

highly unlikely that there would be a different negator for equational sentences. 

 Kalaallisut should not pose a problem for the hypothesis. We have seen 

that its copula element is in fact verbal, and its negation strategies are likely to 

be the same for nominal predication and standard negation. This agrees with the 

predictions made.

4.1.3 Token languages

The languages in this section have a dual configuration for their copula and 

negation strategies. They use a verbal copula strategy for equational sentences 

with a single negation strategy for predicate and standard negation in certain 

contexts. In other contexts, also within the scope of this investigation, they use a 

non-verbal copula strategy and require different negation strategies each type of 

negation. Because these are the two hypothesised configurations, these are token 

languages for this study.

4.1.3.1 Hungarian (Uralic/Finno-Ugric/Ugric)

The Hungarian language, Magyar to its 

speakers, is landlocked as the sole non-

Indo-European language in the area, a re-

sult of a Hungarian migration from the 

Russian heartland long ago in history. It 

is distantly related to Estonian, which is 

included elsewhere in this thesis. Because 

in its history, Hungary far exceeded its 

current borders, the Hungarian language 

can also be heard in the north of the for-

mer Yugoslavia, as well as in its former co-ruler Austria, Slovakia, Romania and 

even as far as Moldova and the Ukraine. Also, Jewish Hungarian immigrants 

have taken the language to Israel and the United States. More than 12,5 million 
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people across the world speak Hungarian; 9,5 million of these speakers live in 

Hungary (2001 census). This language requires a double analysis, as something 

interesting in the light of this investigation is going on here. Let us consider ex-

amples (204) and (205) of nominal predication to review the Hungarian copula 

strategy.

(204) Angol     tanár     vagyok

 English  teacher  be.1SG

 “I am an English teacher.” (Rounds 2001: 253)

(205) Attila tanár

 Attila teacher

 “Attila is a teacher.” (Rounds 2001: 253)

These examples each present a different strategy: example (204), a first person 

sentence, features a conjugated verbal copula, whilst (205), a third person sen-

tence, has zero marking. The explanation for this is that in Hungarian, the third 

person present tense singular and plural only need a copula van ‘to be’ for exis-

tential constructions and adverbial complements. Otherwise, nominal and adjec-

tival predication is not encoded with the copula. For the first and second person 

singular and plural, however, a conjugated form of van is always used (Rounds 

2001: 253, Megyesi 1999: 8). In short, in Hungarian, the zero copula is at its last 

stand, like the rule ‘Minimal Distibution of Zero Copulas’ predicts:

This could prove to be problematic for an analysis when we include negation, as 

two different copula encoding strategies are used, be it in complementary dis-

tribution. As far predicate negation is concerned, Megyesi (1999) observes that 

“the negation of the singular form van is nincs ‘is not’ and of the plural form van-

nak is nincsenek ‘are not’. All other forms of the copula are negated by a preposed 

“If a language uses zero copula at all, it will minimally select this 
option for predicate nominal sentences in the present tense with 
a third-person subject (Stassen 1997: 65).”
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nem ‘no/not’, e.g. nem vagyok ‘I am not’ (Megyesi 1999: 8).” What is interesting 

here is that the same split seen between first and second person on the one hand 

and third person on the other hand is contained for the negation of nominal 

predication, meaning that where there is a verbal copula, there is nem as nega-

tor, while with the third person, which has zero copula, there is nincs (singular) 

and nincsenek (plural). Let us now look at an example of standard negation (206) 

and its affirmative counterpart (207).

(206) Péter   nem   megy     ki    a     szobából

 Peter   not   go.3SG  out  the  room.ELAT

 “Peter doesn’t leave the room.” (Megyesi 1999: 9)

(207) Péter    kimegy         a     szobából

 Peter   out-go.3SG  the  room.ELAT

 “Peter leaves the room.” (Megyesi 1999: 9)

For standard negation nem is used as negator, as can be seen in (206). This 

is the same negator as used for the first and second person sentences with 

nominal predication, the ones that require a verbal copula. This means that 

when there is a verbal copula in Hungarian, the negation strategy to negate 

it is also used for standard negation. But when there is zero copula, in the 

third person singular and plural, nem is not used for negation of nominal 

predication, creating a difference with standard negation. This, interestingly 

enough, means that Hungarian is a token language for this investigation as it 

supports the hypothesis in both ways: it has verbal copula and same negation 

strategy, but also non-verbal (in this case zero) copula and different negation 

strategies.
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4.1.3.2 Kannada (Dravidian/Southern/Tamil-Kannada)

A relative of Malayalam (which is dis-

cussed in subsection 4.1.3.3 below), 

Kannada is spoken in the south of India, 

mainly in the state of Karnataka, by no 

less than 35,3 people (1997). Like Hun-

garian (subsection 4.1.3.1) above, it will 

prove to be a token language for our hy-

pothesis. Let us look at how this works, 

starting with the copula strategy, which 

is illustrated in example (208).

(208) Bha:skar  oLLeya  me:STru

 Bhaskar   good       teacher

 “Bhaskar is a good teacher.” (Sridhar 1990: 82)

On first sight it looks like Kannada is a zero copula language, as there is no 

copula marking in (208). This is not the whole story. Sridhar (1990) has this to 

say about the Kannada copula situation:

Since Sridhar speaks of omission of the overt be copula in the last sentence of the 

citation, there must be a verbal be copula, otherwise there is nothing to delete. 

This is true: Kannada has the copula verb iru (Bhat 1994: 63). Although examples 

lack mostly, we have to conclude from this citation that although omission of 

the copula is more standard, a verbal copula is nevertheless an option. Before we 

“Copular sentences with nominal complements usually do not 
have an overt be copula in the present tense, although the copula 
may be used optionally. (…) Sentences with overt copula (…)  
sound awkward if used in the present tense without a locative 
or time expression. (…) They are also ambiguous between the 
copula reading and an incohative (‘has become’) reading. (…) 
The copular element cannot be omitted in any tense other than 
the present (Sridhar 1990: 82).”
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analyse the negation of sentences like the example (208) above, let us first look 

at standard negation by comparing an affirmative verbal main clause (209) with 

a negative one (210).

(209) cirate      mariyannu  nekkuttide

 leopard  cub-ACC     lick-PRES-3sNEUT

 “The leopard is licking the cub.” (Sridhar 1990: 86)

(210) na:nu   sku:linalli     ga:Nitavanna:gali:   caritreyanna:gali   o:dalilla

 I          school-LOC  math-ACC-PTCL     history-ACC-PRT  read-PAST-NEG

 “I didn’t study either math or history in school.” (Sridhar 1990: 106)

In (210), illa is the negator. Knowing now that this is how standard negation is 

done in Kannada, let us return to copulative sentences. Let us review examples 

(211) and (212).

(211) idu   sulabha-vaagi   illa (*alla)

 this  ease    –COP    NEG

 “This is not easy.” (Amritavalli 1977: 50)

(212) idu   sulabha  alla (*illa)

 this  ease       NEG

 “This is not easy.” (Amritavalli 1977: 50)

We have seen that there is a verbal copula in Kannada, but it does not surface 

much. Its use is optional. Example (211) illustrates the use of this copula. Hav-

ing established that, the predicate negation situation exemplified in (211) and 

(212) is in fact quite interesting. In (211), which features the overt copula, the 

negator is illa and, as marked with the asterisk, alla is impossible in this sen-

tence. This means that the same strategy is used here as for standard negation. 

In (212) without the overt copula, it is the other way around: alla is the negator 

and illa is impossible. Thus, when there is zero copula, the negator is different 
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from that used for standard negation. Amritavalli (1977) confirms this notion: 

“We have noted that the NEG alla appears in copulative sentences which do not 

have a verb on the surface (Amritavalli 1977: 49).” This really says it all: there 

is a copula verb that can surface, but if it does not, a different negation strategy 

from that of standard negation is required. Therefore, like Hungarian, Kannada 

is a token language that supports the hypothesis in both possible ways.

4.1.1.3 Malayalam (Dravidian/Southern/Tamil-Kannada/Tamil-

Kodagu/Tamil-Malayalam)

Malayalam is a major Dravidian language 

spoken in the south of India by no less 

than 35,4 million people (1997 figure). 

It is a cousin of the equally major south-

ern Indian language of Kannada, which 

is discussed in subsection 4.1.1.2. Let us 

review the behaviour of Malayalam when 

it comes to nominal predication and ne-

gation. First, two examples of the former:

(213) avan  (oru)  ʈiiccar   (aaɳə)

 he      a       teacher  COP-PRES

 “He is a teacher.” (Asher & Kumari 1997: 97)

(214) Raama  ɖookʈar    aaɳə

 Raman  doctor     COP-PRES

 “Raman is a doctor.” (Asher & Kumari 1997: 151)

Obviously, the word aaɳə is the copular element in examples (213) and (214). 

Two questions are raised by these examples, the first being what kind of copula 

we are dealing with here and the second is whether the brackets in (213) suggest 

that it can be omitted. We turn to Asher and Kumari (1997) for answers:
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The conclusion can be drawn from this citation that we are dealing with a verbal 

copula here, as it is required to indicate tense. Unfortunately, Asher and Kumari 

contradict themselves when it comes whether or not the copula is obligatory. In 

the first part of the citation, they say that its presence is the norm, perhaps even 

obligatory. Later on, they say that non-existential present tense copulas, which is 

the category reviewed in this study, are the most readily deleted. 

 Let us move on to the topic of negation. Example (215) nelow is (214) in 

negative form:

(215) Raama  ɖookʈar    alla

 Raman  doctor     NEG

 “Raman is not a doctor.” (Asher & Kumari 1997: 151)

The copula is absent in (215) as compared to (214); instead there is the negator 

alla. Does this mean that there is no copula in the negative? Quite the contrary, 

as this citation from Asher and Kumari (1997) points out:

“In unmarked sentences the copula is placed last, after subject 
and complement. As compared with other Dravidian languages, 
its presence in a sentence can be regarded as the norm, to the 
extent that it has been stated to be obligatory (see Prabhakara 
Variar 1978: 37). It is nevertheless sometimes deleted in the col-
loquial style (1997: 96-97). (…) In the clearcut case of existen-
tials, the copula is not deleted. While it is the least marked form 
of the nonexistential copula, the present tense, that is the most 
readily deleted, other tense forms are also in principle deletable 
if information provided by the context makes this possible. How-
ever, when it is necessary to indicate past and future time, the 
copula is not omitted (1997: 102).”

“Sentence negation is somewhat differently expressed in copu-
lar sentences and verbal sentences. (…) Affirmative copular sen-
tences have been shown to choose between two ‘being’ verbs: 
aaɳə and uɳʈə [locational]. The corresponding negatives are alla 
and illa [locational].” (Asher & Kumari 1997: 151)
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We can conclude from this citation that alla is in fact not a negative particle that 

has replaced the copula verb in (215), but that instead it is a negative copula. 

For standard negation, the negative counterpart illa of the locational copula verb 

uɳʈə is used. In this case, as can be seen in (216), it is used as a suffix to the verb.

(216) ɲaan  imgliiʂ  samsaarikkunnatinekaaɭ              nallavaɳɳam  

 I        English  speak-PRES-NOML-ACC-than  well                

 avan  imgliiʂ   samsaarikkum

 he      English  speak-FUT

 “He speaks English better than I speak English.” (Asher & Kumari 1997: 93)

(217) enikkə   imgliiʂ    aṟiyilla

 I-DAT   English  know-PRES-NEG

 “I don’t know English.” (Asher & Kumari 1997: 106)

However similar these negation strategies may seem, they are in fact not simi-

lar enough. Not only do they differ in form (alla vs. illa) and in usage (free verb 

vs. suffix), they also come from a different source, as illa is specifically derived 

from the separate locational copula. Malayalam, thus, has different negation 

strategies. Still, the real challenge remains to determine what exactly the copula 

situation is. We have established that when the copula is left out, the negation 

strategy for the copulative sentence is different from the strategy used for stand-

ard negation. Asher and Kumari (1997) shed some extra light on the situation, 

commenting that “there are certain contexts in which both aaɳə and uɳʈə are 

possible. In the corresponding sentences alla and illa respectively are used (Asher 

& Kumari 1997: 151).”

 If there are contexts in which both copulas are possible and switching 

takes place, the consequence is that illa can also be used to negate a copulative 

sentence provided it has an overt copula, which is what is suggested in the first 

sentence of the citation above. This means that apart from having zero copula 

and subsequent different negation strategies, Malayalam can also have verbal 

copula and same negation strategies. This is not as far-fetched as it may seem 
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considering the fact that we already saw this situation happening in Kannada, 

which is, as said, a fairly close relative of Malayalam. The conclusion is then that 

like its relative, Malayalam can be said to be a token language that supports the 

hypothesis both as in the manner of section 4.1.1 (verbal copula, same negation 

strategy) as well as like in section 4.1.2 (non-verbal copula, different negation 

strategies).

4.2 Counterexamples

This section discusses the 16 languages included in the sample that act as a 

counterexample to the hypothesis. In 4.2.1, the single language that contradicts 

the hypothesis for having a verbal copula with different negation strategies is 

discussed. Section 4.2.2 discusses the 9 languages that pose a problem for the 

hypothesis for having a zero copula with one negation strategy. The remaining 

6 languages are counterexamples at the moment but may well be going through 

an evolution that will eventually end up in these languages supporting the hy-

pothesis. These ‘special cases’ are discussed in section 4.2.3 and are divided into 

three subcategories.

4.2.1 Verbal copula with different negation strategies

In this brief category, data from the Japanese language will be presented. It is 

the only language in the sample that blocks the hypothesis in the manner of hav-

ing a verbal copula strategy with different negation strategies, which is thereby 

also proven to be a very marginal language option.

4.2.1.1 Japanese (Japonic)

Spoken by no less than 121 million people 

(1985 figure) in Japan and over a million more 

abroad, Japanese is one of the major languages 

of the world, though still far inferior in num-

ber of speakers to a language like Chinese. The 

Japanese consider themselves a unique na-

tion, which also applies to their language. As it 
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stands, Japanese is classified as a member of the isolate Japonic language family, 

suggesting unrelatedness to other languages of the world. The languages of the 

Ryukyuan islands, formerly considered to be dialects of Japanese, are now more 

and more considered to be separate but related languages, thereby creating a 

Japonic-Ryukyuan alternative to the Japonic classification. A more revolution-

ary notion that has been coined is that Japanese is in fact not unique in the world 

of linguistics and may in fact well be part of the Altaic language family, along 

with Korean, about which the same has been claimed despite its current classi-

fication. This would mean that these two languages are related, which may well 

please neither of those nations as their attitude towards each other is a bit icy on 

the basis of their history. So far, the classification of both these isolated language 

families has not been altered, though. Additionally, it is conceivable that there 

has not only been Altaic influence in Japan (likely settling in from the north), but 

also Austronesian influence (coming from the south). The latter is most appar-

ent in the Japenese honorific system that strongly influences the use of language 

depending on what the social status of the addressee is; this, in fact, is a typically 

Austronesian feature. Like Korean, though, Japanese has a verbal copula strategy 

(even though in Korean, it is a verbal adjective), as we can see in (218) and (219).

(218) John wa   gakusei    da

 John        student   is

 “John is a student.” (Kuno 1973: 25)

(219) John  to     Tom ga   gakusei   desu

 John  and  Tom       student  are

 “John and Tom are students.” (Kuno 1973: 52)

Clearly, we are dealing with a conjugable verbal copula in (218) and (219). For 

negation, however, the copula changes to a negative copula ja arimasen. This is 

illustrated in example (220) below.
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(220) Watashi wa   koukousei                  ja arimasen

 1.SG             high school student  COP.NEG (am not)

 “I am not a high school student.” (Storoshenko 2002: 6)

Now that we have determined that Japanese has a verbal copula strategy and 

a negative copula, it seems rather obvious that we are headed towards a coun-

terexample here. It is not likely for the negative copula to be used for standard 

negation as well, and from the verbal main clauses (221) and (222), we can tell 

that is indeed not.

(221) Jiroo-ga       piza-o         tabe-ru

 Jiroo-NOM  pizza-ACC  eat  -NPt

 “Jiroo eats pizza.” (Storoshenko 2002: 5)

(222) Jiroo-ga       piza-o        tabe -na   -i

 Jiroo-NOM  pizza-ACC  eat  -NEG-Nt

 “Jiroo does not eat pizza.” (Storoshenko 2002: 5)

We see in these examples that standard negation requires the suffix -na behind the 

verb and preceding the tense marker. As predicted above, this is a different strat-

egy from the negative copula ja arimasen and since Japanese has a verbal copula, 

it contradicts the hypothesis. As we will see further down, though, it does so in 

an uncommon way. Japanese is in fact the only counterexample that has a verbal 

copula with separate negation strategies. Though that may affirm the perceived 

Japanese uniqueness, one could also say that this language is in fact an oddity 

because it may well have originated from a fusion of Altaic and Austronesian 

languages, two entirely separate linguistic entities. Apart from that, its honorific 

system is somewhat undermining to the overall credibility of the data. Being reli-

ant on external sources as a non-speaker of the language, I can only hope that the 

sources used draw from one and the same honorific register. The fact remains that 

as it stands here, Japanese fails to cooperate with the hypothesis, but its genetic 

status may well be the cause for this language’s atypical behaviour.



120
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

4.2.2 Non-verbal copula with shared negation strategy

In this category, the bulk of the counterexamples are discussed. Above, we have 

seen Japanese as the single counterexample that has a verbal copula and sepa-

rate negation strategies. Here, we see the common mode of defiance towards 

the hypothesis: a non-verbal copula strategy and a shared negation strategy. 

Unfortunately, for these languages, I am not aware of particular language-inter-

nal circumstances that would soften their status as counterexamples. However, 

something interesting that has already been noted in the discussion of the sample 

further above needs to resurface here: of these nine languages below, the first 

six are spoken in the same general area , that seems to have the island of New 

Guinea as its centre. In other words, we are on the one hand probably dealing 

with areal influence here that makes these languages less representative for the 

languages of the world, and secondly, it just so happens to be an area (the Aus-

tronesian area) that is well known for its atypical linguistic behaviour.

4.2.2.1 Nyulnyul (Australian/Nyulnyulan)

An Australian Aboriginal language, Nyulny-

ul is centred around Beagle Bay in the west 

of the country. Unfortunately, its number of 

speakers is zero, as the language is extinct. 

Its last full speaker, Mary Carmel Charles, 

took the language with her to the grave in 

1999, three years after William McGregor 

published his grammar of the Nyulnyul lan-

guage. Some of Nyulnyul’s last usage serves 

as data here. To determine the Nyulnyul copula strategy, we start off with (223), 

an example of nominal predication.

(223) ngay   janijirr  bur         mgarlan

 I        my        country  Beagle Bay

 “My country is Beagle Bay.” (McGregor 1996: 53)



121
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

McGregor states that “a copula verb like the English ‘be’ is not required in Nyul-

nyul (1996: 55)”, and this is illustrated by its absence in (223) above. Moving on 

to standard negation, example (224) was found:

(224) arri    ngalawidan             bread    nganingkid  wirl     manjan

 NEG  I:might:have:eaten  bread   I:ate            meat  only

 “I didn’t eat bread; I only ate meat.” (McGregor 1996: 28)

The particle arri serves as a negator in this type of sentence. Though a proper ex-

ample of nominal predicate negation lacks, McGregor notes that arri “in verbless 

clauses (…) normally occurs between the two negated NPs, or clause-initially 

(less frequently) (1996: 28)”. This suggests that the same particle arri is used 

for nominal predicate negation. Since we had already determined that Nyulnyul 

does not require a copula verb, this language contradicts the hypothesis, because 

different negation strategies would have been expected here.

4.2.2.2 Meyah (East Bird’s Head-Sentani/East Bird’s Head/Meax)

Meyah is spoken in the northwest of the 

Indonesian province Papua. It had 14,800 

speakers in 2000. There is no copula in 

Meyah, a notion which Gravelle (2004) 

expresses by stating that “the predicate 

of a non-verbal clause is a nominal con-

stituent (2004: 232)”. In fact, the strat-

egy is not just non-verbal, it is zero, as 

examples (225) and (226) illustrate.

(225) Yohannes  Guru

 Yohanes   Teacher

 “John is the teacher.” (Gravelle 2004: 232)
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(226) ofa  ebirfaga    monuh

 he    head       place

 “He is the village headman.” (Gravelle 2004: 233)

Clearly, (225) and (2260 are not marked by any copula. We leave this type of 

sentence aside for a bit and move on to the declarative verbal main clause and 

how it is negated in Meyah by presenting examples (227) and (228)

(227) re    -edis  marfok  gij    ri   -ebirfeji

 3PL-stick  flower   in   3PL-hair

 “They stick flowers in their hair.” (Gravelle 2004: 189)

(228) ri    -en     -et   mat  ongga   efej   guru

 3PL-DUR-eat  food  REL     ripe  NEG

 “They don’t eat food that is ripe.” (Gravelle 2004: 332)

The element that makes a negative sentence out of a declarative verbal main 

clause is the negative particle guru as in (228). Somewhat confusingly, this is the 

same word that across the Indonesian archipelago, including Meyah, is used for 

‘teacher’. If Meyah supports the hypothesis, it would have to mean that nominal 

predication is negated in a different way, as there is no copula marking whatso-

ever. Let us consider examples (229) and (230) of negated equational sentences.

(229) ofa      Pendeta guru

 he/she Pastor  NEG

 “He/she is not a pastor.” (Gravelle 2004: 331)

(230) ke     -uma  mekhuis   guru

 NOM-that   wild.pig  NEG

 “That is not a wild pig.” (Gravelle 2004: 331)
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Unfortunately, guru pops up once again as the negator in these examples, mean-

ing that standard negation and predicate negation is conducted in the same man-

ner. Therefore, we have to concede that Meyah does not support the hypothesis.

4.2.2.3 Teiwa (Trans-New Guinea/West/West Timor-Alor-Pantar/Al-

or-Pantar/Pantar)

The Teiwa (or Tewa) language is 

spoken in Central Pantar, in the 

Indonesian Alor archipelago. The 

most recent speaker count, dating 

from 1981, produced a figure of 

5,000. In Klamer’s 2010 descrip-

tion of the language, she is very 

clear about its copula situation, 

saying that “the two nominal con-

stituents that make up the clause 

are juxtaposed, there is never a 

copular or auxiliary verb involved (2010: 221)”. This is indeed what we find in 

examples (231) and (232).

(231) na’an   uy         hara’ 

 1SG     person  orphan.without.father 

 “I am a fatherless child.” (Klamer 2010: 221)

(232) a’an  guru      qau

 3SG  teacher  good

 “He is a good teacher.” (Klamer 2010: 222)

Indeed, there is no overt copula marking in (231) and (232). Knowing this, we 

move on to standard negation with an example of an affirmative (233) and a 

negative (234) declarative verbal main clause.
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(233) pi     bas-bas   soxai    xer      tag

 1PL  usually   dance  shout  count

 “We usually chant [the words of that] dance.” (Klamer 2010: 129)

(234) maan,  na     g   -un     -ba’  maan

 NEG   1SG  2SG-APPL-fall   NEG

 “No, I haven’t seen him.” (Klamer 2010: 275) 

We can see in (234) that Teiwa requires the particle maan as negator for stand-

ard negation. The hypothesis predicts at this point that nominal predicates are 

to be negated differently. Let us see if this is indeed the case by considering ex-

amples (235) and (236).

(235) ha’an     guru       maan

 you.SG  teacher   NEG

 “You are not a teacher.” (Klamer 2010: 235)

(236) xa’a  ga’an   xam   maan,  xa’a  ga’an  tuax

 this   3SG     milk  NEG    this   3SG    palm.wine

 “This is not milk, this is palm wine.” (Klamer 2010: 235)

It is, in fact, not the case that Teiwa requires separate negation strategies. In-

stead, both standard negation and nominal predicate negation is done with the 

use of maan. Sadly, this means that Teiwa does not support the hypothesis.

4.2.2.4 Amele (Trans-New Guinea/Madang/Croisilles/Gum)

Amele is spoken in the Madang district of Papua New 

Guinea, between the Gum and Gogol rivers. Its popu-

lation of 5,300 (1987 figure) is spread over 40 ham-

lets. The language is also known as Amale. It is sup-

posedly the most verbally complex language on the 

planet. With that in mind, it is a little surprising that 
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it in fact there is no be-copula in Amele (Robert 1987: 66). Examples (237) and 

(238) are evidence of that fact.

(237) uqa   iwal  -ad  -ec

 3SG  teach-3PL-NOM/ADJ

 “He is a teacher.” (Roberts 1987: 67)

(238) eu     Jelso

 that  Yelso

 “That is Yelso (=a village).” (Roberts 1987: 67)

Indeed, there is no trace of any copula marking, let alone verbal marking, in 

(237) and (238). With no confusion there, we can move on to the topic of nega-

tion. The way negation works in Amele is probably best described by an expert. 

Let us therefore consider the explanation given by Roberts (1987):

Of course, with Amele’s zero copula in mind, this citation already predicts that 

Amele will be a counterexample, as Roberts’ description of negation in this lan-

guage points towards a single strategy for anything but the prohibitive. We shall 

first look at predicate negation, of which (239) is an example. 

(239) uqa   iwal  -ad  -ec    qee

 3SG  teach-3PL-INF  NEG

 “He is not a teacher.” (Roberts 1987: 111)

“Sentence negation is expressed by either a preverbal negative 
particle qee ‘not’ or cain ‘don’t’ [imperative] or by negative suf-
fixation on the verb or by both. The negative particle, qee, occurs 
with any past tense or the present tense or the future tense and 
the prohibitive article, cain, occurs only with the negative im-
perative mood (negative future tense). When the negative parti-
cle, qee, occurs with the present tense or the habitual past tense 
there is no negation marking on the verb. Any other past tense is 
expressed by the one form which is the remote past tense form 
with a negative infix –l-.”  (Roberts 1987: 111)
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As promised by Roberts, we find the particle qee used as negator in (239). As it is 

a general negator, we can expect to find it in standard negation as well. Indeed it 

is used there too, as examples (241) and (242), supported for comparison by an 

affirmative verbal main clause (240), show.

(240) uqa   sab    je  -i     -a

 3SG  food  eat-3SG-today’s past tense

 “He ate food.” (Roberts 1987: 68)

(241) qee, ija  qee   fe  -l             -em

 no 1SG NEG see-NEG.PST-1SG

 “No, I did not see him.” (Roberts 1987: 19)

(242) dana   age   qee    ho  ho   cobo-gi    -na

 man   3PL  NEG  pig pig  walk-3PL-PRES

 “Men do not crawl.” (Roberts 1987: 178)

As noted, the particle qee appears here too with as only variation the infix –l- for 

past tense standard negation. With the evidence out in the open, Amele is clearly 

a counterexample within the boundaries of this study with its zero copula strat-

egy and its single negation strategy for both predicate and standard negation. 

4.2.2.5 Tobelo (West Papuan/North Halmahera/Galela-Loloda)

Spoken mainly in North Maluku on Hal-

mahera island in Indonesia, Tobelo is a 

West Papuan language. It is spoken by 

27,700 people (2000 figure) in coastal 

areas in east and northeast of Halma-

hera. Equational constructions in Tobelo 

are formed without an overt copula (Hol-

ton 2003: 54), as can be seen in example 

(243) below.
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(243) una        o    -pendeta

 3mPRO  NM-priest

 “He is a priest.” (Holton 2003: 54)

Indeed, there is no trace of copula marking whatsoever in (243). This means that 

Tobelo can safely be classified as a zero copula language. In the negative, the 

copula does not pop up either, as can be seen in (244), which also exemplifies 

that “equational constructions may be negated by suffixing the negation marker 

–ua to the predicate nominal (Holton 2003: 54)”.

(244) ngohi   o   -pendeta-ua

 1SG    NM-priest   -NEG

 “I’m not a priest.” (Holton 2003: 54)

Should Tobelo act in line with the predictions made in the hypothesis, stand-

ard negation would be done differently than with the suffix –ua. Unfortunately, 

Holton (2003) states that “negation is indicated via the suffix –ua (Holton 2003: 

46)”, and examples (245) and (246) below justify that claim.

(245) ngomi   mi-olyo -olyomo-ua         la

 1e        1e-RDP-eat        -NEG    well

 “We (exc) didn’t eat it.” (Holton 2003: 80)

(246) ya -iha            yo-lingiri      ya -make-oka    -ua

 3.3-landward  3p-look.for  3.3-find  -PERF-NEG

 “…but they didn’t find anything.” (Holton 2003: 73)

As can be seen in (245) and (246), -ua is also in use for standard negation. There 

is another negator, koiwa, but it is used for existential sentences. Tobelo therefore 

remains to be a counterexample, but only within the limitations of the hypothesis, 

as non-equative copulative sentences may well use koiwa instead of –ua.
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4.2.2.6 Saliba (Austronesian/Malayo-Polynesian/Oceanic/Papuan 

Tip/Nuclear/Suauic)

Spoken on the eastern tip of mainland Pap-

ua New Guinea and the small islands across 

from it, the Saliba language counts 2,500 

speakers (2007 figure) and is apparently 

increasing in population, supported by the 

fact that it is taught in primary schools. 

Let us see what they are taught about the 

copula through (247) and (248), which are 

examples of nominal predication.

(247) yau           (meta)   taulauhekata

 1SG.EMP  AFF       teacher

 “I’m a teacher.” (Margetts 1999: 34)

(248) hesa  -na             (meta)   Martha

 name-3SG.POSS  AFF      Martha

 “Her name is Martha.” (Margetts 1999: 34)

The situation in (247) and (248) is that there is optional marking with the parti-

cle meta. The latter is a non-verbal option possibly asserting the affirmativeness 

of the sentence, but generally “the two entities whose equalityness is stated are 

simply juxtaposed to each other (Margetts 1999: 34)”. It is therefore safe to con-

clude that Saliba’s copula strategy is at least non-verbal, with an option of zero 

marking. Let us now consider the same set of sentences as (247) and (248), but 

in the negative.

(249) yau           nige   aulauhekata

 1SG.EMP  NEG  teacher

 “I am not a teacher.” (Margetts 1999: 22)
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(250) hesa  -na             nige   Martha

 name-3SG:POSS  NEG  Martha

 “Her name is not Martha.” (Margetts 1999: 34)

The particle nige is used as a negator in (249) and (250), which show no signs 

of any other copula strategy than zero. That is unless nige would be a negative 

copula. Let us have a look at (251), an affirmative verbal main clause, and (252) 

and (253), two negative verbal main clauses, to see if there is any reason to as-

sume that would be the case.

(251) tenem   numa-ne       ya    henua

 that     house-DET   1SG  like

 “I like that house.” (Mosel 1994: 19)

(252) ben   nige    wadala  ye    -kai

 Ben  NEG   turtle     3SG-eat

 “Ben doesn’t eat turtle.” (Margetts 1999: 24)

(253) ka   -gu     kaha               -o   nige    se   -sagu  –i      -gau

 CL1-1SG   sibling/friend-PL  NEG   3PL-help  -APP -1SG

 “My friends don’t help me.” (Margetts 1999: 24)

There is in fact no reason to assume that nige is a negative copula, as, like 

nominal predicates, “verbal predicates are negated by the general negative 

nige (Margetts 1999: 24)”. We can see this in (252) and (253). Sadly, this 

also means that, as there is only one negation strategy and no verbal copula, 

Saliba contradicts the hypothesis.
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4.2.2.7 Ket (Yeniseian)

The Ket language, formerly known as 

Yenisei Ostyak, is spoken along the 

Yenisei river in Western Asian Russia. Its 

number of speakers appears to be some-

what of a mystery. Estimates vary from 

an undated figure of 190 to 537 (1989 

figure). What is for sure, however, is that 

its number of speakers has decreased 

with more than fifty percent during the 

twentieth century. Ket’s classification is 

also up for discussion. Several suggestions have been made for this, like possible 

relatedness to the Sino-Tibetan languages or the Na-Dene languages, but it remains 

to be classified as Yeniseian along with a language named Yugh. In Ket, “predicate 

adjectives and nominals in Ket are supplied with suffixes indicating both PNG 

[person-number-gender] and tense/aspect (Stassen 1997: 40)”. In other words, 

there is an inflectional copula strategy, as illustrated in (254) and (255) below.

(254) fèmba  –di

 Tungus-1SG.NONPAST

 “I am a Tungus.” (Castrén 1858: 100)

(255) tū    -ɾ   qà   qàj

 that-M  big  elk

 “That is a big elk.” (Vajda 2004: 84)

Different sources come with different styles of transcription, and because of that, 

the nature of -ɾ in (255) is a bit sketchy. What is clear nonetheless is that we are 

dealing with a non-verbal copula strategy here. Now let us see how sentences like 

(254) and (255) are negated by examining example (256) of predicate negation.
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(256) āt     bən    ássȁno  ket

 1SG  NEG  hunt     man

 “I am not a hunter.” (Vajda 2004: 78)

Predicate negation, as can be seen in (256), is characterised by the presence of 

the negative particle bən. Were Ket to support the hypothesis, a different strategy 

would have to be in use for standard negation. Consider the verbal main clauses 

(257) and (258).

(257) at      bu    (t)  -lʲuveruɣavet

 1SG  3SG  1SG-love

 “I love her.” (Werner 1997: 181)

(258) at      bu    bənʲ   (t)   -lʲuveruɣavet

 1SG  2SG  NEG  1SG-love

 “I don’t love her.” (Werner 1997: 181)

As noted before, different sources come with different styles of transcription. The 

negative particle bənʲ used for standard negation in (258) differs only in its final 

diacritic from the predicate negation particle bən. It would seem most likely that 

this is merely a difference in transcription, and so the conclusion has to be that 

Ket uses one negation strategy for both domains. We have also seen that it has 

a non-verbal copula strategy, which means that this language does not support 

the hypothesis.

4.2.2.8 Pipil (Uto-Aztecan/Southern Uto-

Aztecan/Aztecan/General Aztec/Pipil)

Spoken in El Salvador and formerly also in Hon-

duras, the Aztecan langauge Pipil (or Nawat, as 

it is called natively) is a descendant of the Na-

huatl language. Figures for its numbers of speak-

ers vary greatly. It has been claimed to have had 
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only 20 speakers in 1987, but official Mexican reports suggest there are 2000 

speakers. Regardless of the numbers, the Pipil language typically has zero copula 

in its equational copular sentences (Campbell 1985: 108), as is illustrated in 

(259) and (260).

(259) yaha   albolário

 he      wizard

 “He is a wizard.” (Campbell 1985: 108)

(260) naha    ne    re:y

 I          the  king

 “I am the king.” (Campbell 1985: 108)

We can see from (259) and (260) that definiteness is marked and indefiniteness 

is not, but that there is no copula marking in identificational sentences. For exis-

tential sentences, the verb nemi ‘to be’ is used, but these are beyond the scope of 

this investigation. Having established that equational sentences have zero mark-

ing, let us look at (261), which shows us how this type of sentence is negated.

(261) tesu  ti    -Lionah

 no    you-Leonarda

 “You are not Leonarda.” (Campbell 1985: 879)

No copula marking appears in the negative, but we can tell from (261) that 

predicate negation requires the particle tesur. The question is now whether the 

same particle is used for standard negation. We find the answer in the verbal 

main clauses (262) and (263) below.

(262) re:y   ki   -tasuhta

 king  him-love

 “The king loves him.” (Campbell 1985: 132)
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(263) yehemet   te:   ina -ke     -t     la    verdad

 they        no   tell-PRET-PL  the  truth

 “They did not tell the truth.” (Campbell 1985: 124)

The negating element in (263) is the particle te:, which looks vaguely similar to 

tesu. It would be convenient to say that these are different strategies, and all that 

Campbell tells us is that Pipil has the negators te:, tesu and inte (1985: 941). Un-

scientific as it may be as a source, the information in Wikipedia’s Pipil Grammar 

is in fact more detailed, and even includes examples that tear down the notion 

of exclusiveness of these particles (tesu nikmati ‘I do not know’ employs tesu for 

standard negation and naja te: ni-Carlos ‘I am not Carlos’ uses te: for predicate 

negation). What is said about the situation is that the three particles mentioned 

are infact allomorphs of the same strategy: inte is the main particle, with  te: as 

its shortened form and tesu as a dialect form. Generally, this source should not 

be rated over the work of an actual identified linguist, but clearly the informa-

tion is more detailed and the examples are quite telling. The result of accepting 

this explanation, though, is that with a shared negation strategy and no copula 

in equational copular sentences, Pipil contradicts the hypothesis.

4.2.2.9 Paumarí (Arauan)

Spoken just a little up north from Pirahã 

territory in three villages by the Purus 

river in northern Brazil, Paumarí is one 

of five known Arauan languages. Of-

ficial figures for its number of speakers 

are lacking, but it is estimated at about 

700 people. The encoding of equational 

clauses in Paumarí can be done in two 

ways: “The two constituents may be jux-

taposed or linked by the particle mani. 

Mani functions at times as a free form copula and at other times as a suffix, but 

always in linking contexts (Chapman & Derbyshire 1991: 168).” We shall now 
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see these two strategies illustrated in examples (264), with the subject and the 

predicate juxtaposed, and (265), which features the particle mani.

(264) kodi-papira  oni

 my -book    DEM.f

 “That is my book.” (Chapman & Derbyshire 1991: 168)

(265) Paulo  ka     -isai     mani  i

 Paulo  POSS-child  COP   you

 “You are Paulo’s child.” (Chapman & Derbyshire 1991: 169)

Regardless of which of these strategies is used, whe are dealing with a non-ver-

bal copula strategy here. A sentence like the (264) or (265) is negated with the 

prefix ni-, which is attached to the predicate. We can see this prefix in example 

(266) below.

(266) Kahaso ni     -Pamoari

 Kahaso NEG-Paumarí

 “Kahaso was not a Paumarí.” (Chapman & Derbyshire 1991: 168)

If Paumarí supports the hypothesis, it would mean that standard negation has to 

differ in execution from a sentence like (266), which has the prefix ni- as nega-

tor. It does not, in fact, as can be seen in (268), which is supported by an affirma-

tive verbal main clause for comparison (269).

(267) o    -noki -ki            id       agora

 1SG-see  -NTHEM   DEM  house

 “I see the house.” (Chapman & Derbyshire 1991: 202)

(268) iniani,   ni    -o    -noki-ki             ida

 no        NEG-1SG-see  -NTHEM   DEM

 “No, I haven’t seen it.” (Chapman & Derbyshire 1991: 299)
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The negative prefix ni- is used as negator for verbal main clauses too, as can 

be seen in (268). This means that Paumarí requires only one negation strategy 

for both domains of negation. Considering the non-verbal nature of the copula 

strategies, which has been illustrated in (264) and (265) further above, Paumarí 

strays from the predictions made in the hypothesis. 

4.2.3 Special cases

This special section in the chapter on counterexamples deals with those languag-

es in the sample that seem to be in contradiction of the hypothesis for having a 

zero copula construction and a single negation strategy for predicate negation 

and standard negation, but in fact do have a verbal copula or a different negation 

strategy elsewhere. The reason why this has been made into a separate category 

is because these are considered to be ‘soft’ counterexamples at most. The pre-

diction made was that languages take on a verbal copula to achieve uniformity 

in the negation department. For a language to get to that situation, an often 

lengthy period of gradual change is expected. Languages are always in motion 

and seen from the perspective of the hypothesis, these languages seem to be 

changing their copula situation and the verbal copula is slowly gaining territory. 

This means that while the languages below may appear to be counterexamples 

now, they are in fact expected to develop in line with the hypothesis. However, 

a change towards a full verbal copula does not have to follow the same path in 

every language, which is why there are two subcategories here. Category 4.3.2.1 

is concerned with those languages that have a verbal copula for existential and 

locational sentences (and sometimes already for predicate negation too), but 

not yet for equational sentences. The second category, numbered 4.2.3.2, con-

sists of only Tokelauan, which has a non-verbal copula strategy and a shared 

negation strategy, but in existential sentences, there is a different negator. The 

final category of languages, discussed in 4.2.3.3, have no verbal copula in the 

unmarked present tense but does have it for other tenses. Though the latter phe-

nomenon has been attempted to be explained through the hat-rack hypothesis 

(first conceived in Meillet (1906)), this is in fact a less satisfactory explanation 

than the notion that these languages are slowly developing towards a full verbal 



136
Uniformity as an explanation for the correlation between copula encoding and negation strategies

4.  Discussion of Results

copula for the purpose of uniformity in the negation department, as a language 

like Chinese that has no verbal morphology and thus no expression of tense, has 

developed from a zero copula to a full verbal copula (the copula shì was not 

yet there in Classical Chinese). The case of the hat-rack hypothesis failing as an 

explanation for the presence or absence of a verbal copula is argued in much 

greater detail in Stassen (1994).

4.2.3.1 Zero copula in equational sentences, but not in existential/

locational/negative 

The counterexamples in this section have a zero copula in equational sentences, 

which is the type of sentence assessed here, but do have a verbal copula in exis-

tential, locational or negative predicate negation constructions. The fact that a 

verbal copula may be used in these sentences suggests that these languages are 

evolving towards a complete takeover of the zero copula by the verbal copula. 

This means that eventually these particular languages will have evolved to be 

supporters of the hypothesis, as they are obviously counterexamples now for the 

fact that they require only one negation strategy for both predicate and standard 

negation. The latter would not be a problem for the hypothesis anymore once the 

verbal copula is used in equational sentences.

4.2.3.1.1 Amharic (Afro-Asiatic/Semitic/South/Ethiopian/Transver-

sal/Amharic-Argobba)

With more than 17,5 million speakers, the Semitic language of Amharic has 

more than 3 times the population of its Semitic cousin Hebrew and probably less 

than half of its fame. Though spoken on a small scale alongside Hebrew in Israel 

by Ethiopian Jews and also experiencing some overspill into the countries of Dji-

bouti and Eritrea, Amharic (also known as Abyssinian) is in fact by far the most 

widely spoken language in Ethiopia with 17,4 million speakers (1994 census), 

more than 14,7 million of them monolinguals. Ethiopia’s non-Semitic second 

language, Oromo, is discussed in subsection 4.1.2.15.

 Amharic proves to be as interesting as it is difficult to analyse in the con-

text of this study. It seems to be a language in motion, undergoing a notable shift 
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in the domains investigated here. Despite the inconclusiveness of its situation in 

the data, Amharic is kept on board here, because it appears to be an interesting 

case from a theoretical point of view. The analysis of this language consists is 

mostly text-based. All citations are from Leslau (1995).

It would be convenient to say that the problem with Amharic lies in one of 

the two domains investigated here, but the fact remains that if the predictions 

made about the intertwined nature of the copula and negation strategies are 

true, the problem would in fact spill over into the other domain. The centre of 

the problem lies within the negated copula, which indeed falls into both do-

mains, as we will see.

 A negated copula comes out looking like aydällämm or aydollämm ‘he is 

not, it is not’. It is conjugated according to person, number and gender of the 

subject, so altered forms can be found depending on the subject of the sentence 

(Leslau 1995: 274). Now let us compare this strategy with that of standard nega-

tion. How this is done is explained by Leslau in the following citation:

Interestingly, we find some recognisable affixes here. Both a- and –mm are used 

in the negative copula strategy as well. In standard negation, the affixes are 

tagged on to the verb, so what is in between those affixes in the negative copula 

strategy could be perceived to be the copula. This is not so, in fact. The affirma-

tive copula is a particle *n that is “used with various suffixes indicating person, 

gender, and number. The copula expresses quality and identity (Leslau 1995: 

271)”. The situation is that we have what seems to be a shared negation strategy 

for both domains, which on the basis of the hypothesis would point towards a 

verbal copula. This verbal copula seems to be in place in the negative equational 

sentence, but not in the affirmative, where it is expressed through the use of 

“The negative imperfect expresses the present and the future in 
the main negative clause. The negation of the simple imperfect is 
formed by prefixing a- and by suffixing -(ə)mm. The suffix –mm is 
whenever the the form of the simple imperfect ends in a vowel; 
it is -əmm whenever it ends in a consonant.” (Leslau 1995: 302)
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what is referred to as a particle which nevertheless conjugates through the use 

of a variety of suffixes. Through personal communication with a speaker of Am-

haric, I have found out that in affirmative locational sentences, a verbal copula 

is also in use.

At first sight, a simple interpretation would be possible. One could say that there 

is a particle and thus a non-verbal copula for equational sentences and a single 

negation strategy for both predicate and standard negation. If so, this language 

contradicts the hypothesis. If it were that simple, it would be an acceptable ex-

planation, but the copula situation does not permit an easy classification. There 

is another interesting piece of information tucked away in Leslau’s explanation 

about the particle *n. As noted above, he states that it expresses quality and 

identity. This is one category of copulative sentences; another category includes 

locational and existential sentences, which as noted above require the verbal 

copula. It seems to be a general Semitic principle that there is a separation be-

tween these two groups of copulative sentences. The former tends to have a 

pronominal copula (which can then be adjusted for person, number and gender), 

and the latter tends to have verbal copula, which is then also used in a general 

negation strategy for copulative sentences. We can see this in Biblical Hebrew. 

But this is very early varieties of that languages. In Modern Hebrew, gender 

agreement has disappeared off the pronominal copula. It could be said that this 

is a process towards verbalisation of the copula. This would in practice mean an 

eventual fusion between the two separate copulative domains mentioned above, 

to the extent that the copula verb used for locational, existential and negative 

copulative sentences would be adopted for quality and identity sentences. The 

presence of this verbal copula in the negative of identity and quality sentences 

plus the desire of a language to conjugate the copula used in that domain sug-

gests an evolution in progress, eventually leading to a full verbal copula in the 

whole copulative domain. This may well be happening in Amharic too. It makes 

sense, as languages are always evolving, that Amharic is a language that is un-

dergoing a change in the very domain of nominal predication investigated here. 

Also, it supports the prediction made that the positive effect of having a verbal 
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copula is uniformity within the domain of negation. For all this uncertainty sur-

rounding its copula situation, Amharic will be treated as a special case that really 

cannot be said to either support or reject the hypothesis.

4.2.3.1.2 Uchumataqu (Uru-Chipaya)

Uchumataqu is the nearly extinct lan-

guage of the Uru people of Iruitu, who 

dwell along the Desaguadero river in 

Bolivia. It had two full speakers when 

these were last counted in the year 2000. 

The language is in fact better known (if 

still obscure) under the name ‘Uru’ and 

shares family ties within its minor lan-

guage family with its sister language 

Chipaya. Uchumataqu has a verbal cop-

ula sel- which is obligatory only in existential clauses. Let us see through the use 

of example (269) whether this is also applicable to equational sentences.

(269) wisnaka   kuya -čay

 we          house-DEC

 “These are our (excl.) houses.” (Hannβ 2008: 282)

We can tell from example (269) that in non-verbal equative predicate clauses, 

the declarative suffix -čay marks the copulative function. For the purposes of this 

investigation, thus, Uchumataqu has a non-verbal copula strategy. Now let us see 

how a sentence like (269) is negated by considering (270) below.

(270) ti    -k[i]   ana   wis[t]   suwa

 this-TOP  NEG  my      child (here: daughter)

 “This is not my daughter.” (Hannβ 2008: 282)
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The fact that -čay does not appear in (270) is inconsequential to the classifica-

tion of this language as non-verbal in its copula strategy. What is of greater 

value to this study is that we can see that ana is the negator for nominal predi-

cation. In fact, Hannβ states, “the morpheme ana negates entire clauses as well 

as noun, verb, pronominal, and adjectival phrases, i.e. it can occur with all 

parts of speech (2008: 262)”. This statement needs to be tested for standard 

negation. Consider example (271).

(271) ana  -pini  čulu   xala  -m        kuna-ču     -čay

 NEG-AFF  what  lama-CL=2  kill  -PST2-DEC

 “We certainly did not kill any lama.” (Hannβ 2008: 264)

A more suitable example of standard negation could not be found, unfortunately. 

The inclusion of -pini in (271) encodes the ‘certainly... any’ aspect we see here. 

This notwithstanding, it is clear that Hannβ’s statement above indeed does in-

clude to standard negation, which is done in with the same particle ana that is 

used for nominal predicate negation. This is unfortunate for the hypothesis, as 

we had already concluded that Uchumataqu uses a non-verbal strategy for equa-

tive nominal predication and a zero copula for negated versions of such sentenc-

es. As a result of these facts, the hypothesis is contradicted here. Nevertheless, 

Uchumataqu does have a copula verb sel- for existential sentences, which points 

to a development towards a full verbal copula, as the language always uses a 

single negation strategy.

4.2.3.1.3 Pirahã (Mura)

The only surviving member of the Mura lan-

guage family, Pirahã is spoken by 360 peo-

ple (2000 figure) in the Amazonas region of 

northern Brazil, along the Maici and Autaces 

rivers. The language is especially notorious 

for its link with the maligned Sapir-Whorf 

hypothesis, which claims that the limitations 
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of a language determine what a native speaker of that language is capable of 

thinking. For the Pirahã language the lack of exact quantity language was tested, 

supposedly resulting in the notion that the Pirahã people do not understand 

anything beyond the concept of ‘one’11 (Frank et al. 2008: 823). Fearing this 

would lead to them being cheated in trading, the tribe asked linguist Daniel L. 

Everett, whose grammar of the Pirahã language was used in the present study, 

to teach them simple mathematics. After a few months, they allegedly could still 

not comprehend a sum like 1+1=2. This does not stop the Pirahã people from 

understanding the concept of the zero copula, though, because that is how they 

mark nominal predication. We can see this in (272) below.

(272) Kohoibiíhai   hi  kaiíi     gáihi

 Kohoibiíhai  3   house  that

 “That is Kohoibiíhai’s house.” (Everett 1986: 205)

No copula marking occurs in (272), and as a matter of fact, no copula marking 

occurs in the whole concept of equation, which is “used in the general sense of 

description (which includes possession, identity, etc.). Elements which occur as 

complents in equatives are modifiers, nouns, and other equative clauses. The 

only distinction between these and copulars is the absence of a verbal element 

(Everett 1986: 205).” For the purposes of this study, then, Pirahã is a zero copula 

language. Now let us look how an equative sentence like (272) is negated by 

examining example (273).

(273) xigihí   hiaba

 man    NEG

 “It is not a man.” (Everett 1986: 251)

In example (273), we see the free form of the negative, which is hiaba (Everett: 

1986: 251). Now that we know how predicate negation is marked, it is time to 

11 Interestingly, recent findings in Spaepen et al. (2011) confirm the notion that access to a nu-
merate language is key in developing an understanding of exact quantities.
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consider a pair of verbal main clauses – one affirmative (274) and one negative 

(275) – to see how standard negation compares to predicate negation.

(274) ti   xíbogi  ti-      baí

 1   milk    drink-INT

 “I really drink milk.” (Everett 1986: 201)

(275) xapisíooi   hi  og-    i-    hiab- a

 Xapisíooi  3   want-EP-NEG-REMOTE

 “Xapisíooi doesn’t want (it).” (Everett 1986: 250)

The negator seen in (275) above is the suffix –hiab, which is in fact the bound 

form of the same negative particle used for predicate negation. Indeed, the Pi-

rahã concept of negation does not count more than one strategy. As their equa-

tive sentences have zero copula marking, Pirahã defies the predictions made in 

the hypothesis, but non-equative copular sentences do have a verbal element, 

and with a single negation strategy already in place, a full verbal copula strategy 

is expected to develop in the Pirahã language in the future.

4.2.3.2 Non-verbal copula, same negation strategy but not for ex-

istential sentences

This section conists of the discussion of one counterexample, the Tokelauan lan-

guage, that may be developing towards future support for the hypothesis. This lan-

guage has a non-verbal copula strategy with the same negation strategy for equa-

tional sentences as well as verbal main clauses, but a different negator is needed 

for existential sentences. The suggestion raised by this is that an economised nega-

tion system is being developed, which in itself suggest that the next step would be 

the development of a verbal copula strategy for equational sentences.
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4.2.3.2.1 Tokelauan (Austronesian/Malayo-Polynesian/Oceanic/

Polynesian/Tokelauan)

The Tokelauan language is spoken in 

Tokelau, a small Oceanic island group 

governed by New Zealand. It is fairly safe 

to say that with 1,410 speakers (1987 

figure) in the homeland alone, the whole 

nation of Tokelau speaks this language, 

as estimates of its population vary around 

that same number. The Tokelauan lan-

guage in fact has more speakers abroad 

than in Tokelau itself, as over 1,900 more speakers live in American Samoa, New 

Zealand and the United States. Tokelauan is similar to the Samoan language. Let 

us take a look at how this language behave within the domain investigated here. 

First, we shall look at two examples of predicate negation, (276) and (277), to 

determine what the copula strategy is used.

(276) (ko)  he     ika   tāua        te      atu.

 PR    DET  fish  valuable  DET  skipjack

 (predicate)                         (subject)

 “The bonito is a prized fish.” (Hooper 1996: 27)

(277) ko   tana          gāluega   tēnā.

 PR  3SG.POSS  work      DEM

 (predicate)                       (subject)

 “That is his work.” (Hooper 1996: 27)

No copula is detected (276) and (277) above. There is only a predicate marker, 

which may have passed for a particle copula strategy, were it not that it is also 

used in verbal main clauses, as we will see in example (278) below. 
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(278) ko   iētahi  tino      e       fiafia  lele    ki    nā     hiva.

 PR  DET    person  T/A  like     INT  TO  DET  dance

 “Some people love dances.” (Hooper 1996: 11)

Having determined that the predicate marker is not a particle copula, the con-

clusion is Tokelauan uses a zero copula strategy. Now let us see in (279) how 

nominal predication is negated.

(279) e       hē     ko   tana  gāluega  tēnā.

 T/A  NEG  PR  3SG  work      DEM

 “That is not his work.” (Hooper 1996: 28)

The particle hē is used as negator for nominal predication, as can be seen in 

(279). If Tokealauan were to support the hypothesis, standard negation must be 

done in a different manner. Let us see in (280) whether this is the case.

(280) ko   au     lā     e       hē      tataoa               ki    te     itū    ama.

 PR  1SG   INT  T/A  NEG  lay.the.net-CIA  TO  DET  side  outrigger

 “I, however, do not set the net on the outrigger side.” (Hooper 1996: 45)

It is not the case, in fact, that standard negation differs from predicate negation, 

as the negative particle hē appears in (280) as it did in (279). A couple of other 

negation strategies exist in Tokelauan, but they are used for types of sentences 

that are excluded from this investigation. The negator heai is nevertheless of in-

terest, since it is used for existential copular sentences. We have to concede that 

the Tokelauan language contradicts the predictions made in the hypothesis and 

is thus a counterexample, but the presence of the separate negator for existential 

sentences points towards an early stage of transformation: one negator (heai) is 

in retreat, having lost the equational domain, and the next step is the develop-

ment of a verbal copula. 
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4.2.3.3 Zero copula in present tense, but not in other tenses

In this section, two counterexamples are discussed separately because of the 

limitations of their zero copula strategy. In these languages, a verbal copula has 

conquered non-present tense equation, suggesting that it will further evolve to 

the inclusion of present tense equation. At this stage, the languages involved 

would not contradict the hypothesis anymore, as they have a shared negation 

strategy for predicate and standard negation. 

4.2.3.3.1 Mina (Afro-Asiatic/Chadic/Biu-Mandara/A/A.7)

The Mina language, also known as Hina 

or Besleri, is spoken in the far north of 

Cameroon in 20 villages south of the 

city of Mokolo. 11,000 people speak this 

Chadic language (2000 figure). Let us 

have a look how Mina behaves when it 

comes to the marking of nominal predi-

cation by examining (281) and (282).

(281) sə     bì                  dám   yəm

 1SG  chief of war  bush  also

 “I am also a member of the warrior clan.” 

 (Frajzyngier, Johnston & Edwards 2005: 161)

(282) tìtí     yəḿ   gáw    -yiì

 3PL   also   hunter-PL

 “As for them also, they are hunters.” 

 (Frajzyngier, Johnston & Edwards 2005: 162)

These present tense examples of nominal predication are verbless and have no 

non-verbal copula marking either. The situation is different when it comes to 

other tenses. Frajzyngier et al. (2005) explain this by commenting that in Mina, 
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“coding of time requires a verb, and equational clauses in times other than the 

time of speech are not verbless (2005: 277)”. The implication of importance to 

us here is that present tense nominal predication is indeed verbless. Now let us 

first consider standard negation. What Frajzyngier et al. say about this is that 

“negation for most types of clauses is marked by the clause-final particle skù 

(2005: 261)”, and this includes standard negation, as can be seen in (284) below. 

Example (283) serves as comparison between the affirmative and the negative.

(283) sə     mbál   yəm̀     yəḿ

 1SG  like    water  also

 “I also like water.” (Frajzyngier, Johnston & Edwards 2005: 162)

(284) á      tì-y-á-h         hà    nék    skù

 3SG  see-GO-2SG 2SG  good  NEG

 “He does not see you as a good person.” 

 (Frajzyngier, Johnston & Edwards 2005: 261)

This is where Mina gets to be a problem for the hypothesis. Frajzyinger et al. 

first remark that “there are, however, negative clauses that do not involve the 

marker skù. These are clauses in the unmarked aspect and in the prohibitive 

mood, as well as verbless clauses (Frajzyngier, Johnston & Edwards 2005: 261).” 

However, all examples of negative equational sentences found in their grammar 

do contain skù and no more than one page further, they say that “the negation of 

an equational clause with an adjectival predicate or an identificational nominal 

predicate, requires the negative particle skù at the end of the clause.” Indeed, 

this is how we find it is done, as example (285) illustrates.

(285) wàl        tùk     skù

 woman  2SG   NEG

 “It is not your wife.” (Frajzyngier, Johnston & Edwards 2005: 262)
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We now know out that Mina shares one negation strategy for both predicate and 

standard negation. For our hypothesis, this would require a verbal copula strat-

egy, which Mina does have, only not for present tense equational sentences. In the 

future, Mina need not be a counterexample anymore, because the presence of a 

verbal copula in non-present tense equational sentences suggests that there is a de-

velopment towards a full verbal copula going on. It seems like a matter of time be-

fore the verbal copula is used present tense equational sentences in this language. 

4.2.3.3.2 Russian (Indo-European/Slavic/East)

Russian is most populated of the Slavic 

languages. Forming the eastern group 

of that language family together with 

Ukrainian, Belorussian and the Ukrain-

ian dialect Rusyn, Russian has 116 

million speakers (2002 census). The 

language was spread beyond Russian 

borders during Soviet times and is still 

very much present in the Central Asian 

states, as well as in the Baltic states and 

in Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. Apart from that, there is also a notable 

Russian diaspora, which is partly due to those same Soviet times when some 

people defected and settled elsewhere. There is a notable community of Russian 

speaking Jews in Israel and an almost equally big community can be found in 

the United States, where their Russian zero copula strategy may sometimes be 

heard in Russian-inflected English. This substrate effect is cause by equational 

sentences like (286), which has zero copula marking.

(286) Ivan -  stroitel’

 Ivan    construction.worker

 “Ivan is a construction worker.” (own data)
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For locational and negative equational constructions, the latter of which we will 

see in example (287) below, copula marking is also absent. It does appear in the 

past tense and in existential constructions. The latter exemplified by the title of 

the late Viktor Tsoy’s song vremya est’ a deneg net ‘there is time but no money’, in 

which est’ is a verbal copula. As discussed, the negative version of (286), which 

is (287), will not have copula marking.

(287) Ivan  ne      stroitel’

 Ivan  NEG  construction.worker

 “Ivan is not a construction worker.” (own data)

In example (287) of predicate negation, the particle ne is the negator. In Russian, 

uniformity has already entered the domain of negation. This can be seen in the 

set of verbal main clauses below.

(288) Ivan   p’et    vodku

 Ivan  drink  vodka

 “Ivan drinks vodka.” (own data)

(289) Ivan  ne      p’et    vodki

 Ivan  NEG  drink  vodka

 “Ivan does not drink vodka.” (own data)

Indeed, the same negator ne is used for standard negation, as sentence (289) 

shows us. There is in fact another negator net as we have seen above in the 

existential example vremya est’ a deneg net. It is, however, limited to existential 

sentences and may replace the copula est’. This is illustrated in examples (290) 

and (291) below.

(290) Na   stole  est’    žurnaly

 on   table  be    magazines:NOM

 “There are magazines on the table.” (Bailyn 1997: 86)
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(291) Na   stole   net         žurnalov

 on   table  NEG-be  magazines:GEN

 “There are no magazines on the table.” (Bailyn 1997: 86)

As it stands at this point in time, Russian is a counterexample to the hypothesis 

as it has no verbal copula for equational constructions in the present tense12. 

The prediction, however, is that languages like Russian and Mina (subsection 

4.2.3.3.1) wil evolve into having a full verbal copula. It is likely that we are the 

witness of a language experiencing that transformation here, as a verbal copula 

is available to the language already. This verbal copula is now used predomi-

nantly in non-present tense equational sentences but in time, it may well also be 

used in the present tense, in which case Russian would no longer be a counter-

example to the hypothesis.

12 Zimmerling (2008) notes that in the present tense indicative the demonstrative pronoun eto 
(это in Cyrillic) - meaning ‘this/it (is)’ - can be used in copular function. In instances where this is 
possible, Zimmerling reports, a zero copula is also possible (2008: 2). Consider the following pair:

Vasja            eto     zanuda.
Vasja-NOM  it (is) bore-NOM
“Vasja is a bore.” (Zimmerling 2008: 2)

Vasja               zanuda.
Vasja-NOM ∅ bore-NOM
“Vasja is a bore.” (Zimmerling 2008: 2)

Zimmerling does not report a difference in nuance between the two sentences. However, as a 
speaker of Dutch, I consider it a possibility that in the first sentence, there is extra emphasis to 
point out that Vasja is a prime example of a real bore. Consider these suggestions for contrasting 
translations into Dutch (for lack of a noun equalling ‘bore’, I translate this word with the adjective 
‘saai’): Vasja eto zanuda ‘Vasja, díe is saai!’ and Vasja zanuda ‘Vasja is saai’.
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In the previous discussion, 61 languages were examined for their copula and ne-

gation strategies. This was done to confirm a connection between these domains 

on the basis of the hypothesis that languages select one of two configurations: 

either they use a verbal copula strategy in their equational sentences and then 

need only one negation strategy to cover both predicate and standard negation, 

or they have a non-verbal copula strategy, in which case they need separate ne-

gation strategies. The motivation behind this hypothesis was to answer the ques-

tion of why languages choose either a verbal or a non-verbal copula strategy and 

to expand upon the suggestions made in Veselinova (2006). Instead of consider-

ing the absence of a verbal copula as the situation that needs to be explained (a 

very Indo-European angle indeed), the choice was made to ask why languages 

would bother to have a copula verb when the considerable share of languages 

that do not have one clearly prove that it is not a universal element in the for-

mation of an equational sentence. I proposed that the presence of a copula verb 

could be explained by the notion of uniformity when connected to the domain of 

negation: when a language uses the verbal copula strategy, thereby unifying its 

declarative sentences by making them all verbal, it implies that a single negation 

strategy is shared between predicate and standard negation in a language. A sec-

ond implication is that a language that uses a non-verbal copula strategy is not 

interested in uniformity and requires different negation strategies for predicate 

and standard negation and will select a non-verbal strategy. The latter was also 

found in Veselinova (2006). Let us review the results of the present investigation.

 45 of the 61 languages in this sample were found to act accordingly to the 

hypothesis in one way or another, or in three cases, in one way and another. The 

sample is divided evenly when it comes to the main configurations predicted by 

the hypothesis: both the configuration of a verbal copula strategy with a shared 

negation strategy and  the configuration of a non-verbal copula strategy and dif-

ferent negation strategies are represented by 21 languages. In addition to that, 

there are three token languages (Hungarian, Kannada and Malayalam) that use 

both these configurations (see chapter 4.1.3 for further explanation). Combining 

these figures, we end up with close to 75 percent of the sample directly support-

ing the hypothesis. The conclusion therefore is that we are indeed dealing with 
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two preferred configurations here, though not with a universal division of lan-

guages into the two categories of verbal/shared and non-verbal/different. This 

means that the results in the present study are not quite the same as in Veseli-

nova (2006), in the sense that she did not find a correlation between the verbal 

copula strategy and the encoding of predicate and standard negation with a 

single strategy. The results here in fact point out that this configuration is coun-

tered by only one language, whilst the correlation Veselinova found between the 

non-verbal copula and different negation strategies for predicate and standard 

negation meets with more counterexamples.

 The notion of preferred configurations is not an overwhelming result, 

provided that the counterexamples are accepted as being undeniably in defi-

ance of the hypothesis. No language typologist would fail to take a good look at 

his counterexamples, though. Because this is a synchronic study, there is little 

data showing language development. The suggestion of languages developing 

towards a state of uniformity in its declarative domain and its negation strategies 

is plausible nonetheless, as this process can be proven to have occurred in Chi-

nese, whose copula verb shì was not yet present in Classical Chinese. Languages 

like Hungarian, Kolyma Yukaghir and Imbabura Quechcua, which have a zero 

copula strategy only for the third person present tense (the minimal distribution 

for zero copula) are evidence of a verbal copula pushing the zero copula to its 

final stand, and as such, it seems unlikely that there would be a development in 

the opposite direction. Six out of the 16 counterexamples could be eliminated 

for varying clues that point towards them having been captured in the middle 

of a development towards uniformity. Whether these languages have a copula 

verb in non-equational sentences and/or negated copulative sentences, a differ-

ent negator between the different types of copulative sentences, or they need 

a copula verb in non-present tenses, all this hints at a stage of evolution in the 

domains investigated here.

 It is not exactly the case that all of the 10 remaining counterexamples are 

free from suspicion. The uneven categorical division between them sparks con-

troversy. In theory, disregarding the hypothesis, four configurations are possible: 

apart from the predicted configurations, there are the non-hypothesised configu-
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rations of a verbal copula with different negation strategies for predicate and 

standard negation and a non-verbal copula with a shared negation strategy. 

The division we see in the data is remarkable: only one language, Japanese, 

uses the former configuration and the other eight use the latter configuration. 

This raises suspicion about the validity of Japanese as a reliable representative 

of the languages of the world. That suspicion is supported by the controver-

sial genetic history of the Japanese language. Though the Japanese choose to 

believe that their language is in fact unique, it seems increasingly likely that 

it is in fact a product of Altaic influences from the north and Austronesian in-

fluences (explaining the honorary system) from the south. These are two quite 

dissimilar and removed languages families. A fusion like this would make Japa-

nese a hybrid and how indeed can a hybrid be expected to be representative for 

the languages of the world. 

 The remaining nine counterexamples all use a non-verbal copula and have 

a shared negation strategy. For these languages, no evidence of development 

towards a verbal copula could be found in the data. This does not necessarily 

mean that this development is never going to happen, if it is not already taking 

place. These nine counterexamples would normally have to be conceded, but the 

fact is that they are not evenly distributed. The languages Ket, Pipil and Paumarí 

are isolated in different locations in the world and are therefore credible, but 

the other six are spoken in the same general area. This area has its centre on the 

island of New Guinea. The narrow chain of counterexamples is not broken by 

any other language in the sample. An undeniable areal influence perceived here 

undermines the credibility of these languages. This leaves Ket, Pipil and Paumarí 

as the only truly undeniable counterexamples. For the other six, further inves-

tigation could be of interest, because it is possible that some of these languages 

treat nouns and verbs in a similar manner. The lack of such a distinction may 

help to explain the single negation strategy in these languages. Without further 

investigation, though, this remains to be no more than a suggestion here. 

 A last insight that can be derived from the data is that if a language is in 

defiance of the hypothesis, it will use the configuration of a non-verbal copula 

strategy with a shared negation strategy rather than having no uniformity for 
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either the copula or the negation strategy. This suggests that languages prefer 

uniformity in the domain of negation, which makes it all the more likely that 

a verbal copula will be developed over time. From the predominance of the 

two hypothesised configurations, the conclusion can be drawn that generally, if 

not exclusively, languages will either have the configuration of a verbal copula 

strategy with a shared negation strategy or a non-verbal copula with different 

negation strategies. This suggests strongly that the domains of negation and the 

copula are indeed interrelated.

 A preference for uniformity is proposed as an explanation for why lan-

guages have a verbal copula strategy and the notion that this is related to the 

encoding of predicate and standard negation with a single strategy. This in an 

interpretation of the perceived correlation between these two linguistic domains. 

The conclusion that languages prefer to either have uniformity in both these 

domains or in neither of them suggests that the concept of uniformity is some-

thing that languages may apply in general or not at all. This will remain to be a 

suggestion here, because no claims can be made about a preference for overall 

uniformity without extensive further investigation that includes other domains 

than equation and negation.
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Nr. Language Genetic info Centred in Copula Negation

1 Nkore-Kiga Bantu Uganda Verbal Same

2 Babungo Bantu Cameroon Verbal Same

3 Ajagbe Volta-Congo Benin Verbal Same

4 Wolof Senegambian Senegal Verbal Same

5 Chinese Sinitic China Verbal Same

6 Dhankute 

Tamang

Tibeto-Burman Nepal Verbal Same

7 Thai Tai-Kadai Thailand Verbal Same

8 Georgian South Caucasian Georgia Verbal Same

9 Bagri Indo-Aryan India Verbal Same

10 Welsh Celtic Wales Verbal Same

11 Dutch Germanic Netherlands Verbal Same

12 Modern Greek Hellenic Greece Verbal Same

13 Estonian Finno-Ugric Estonia Verbal Same

14 Basque Isolate Spain Verbal Same

15 Lakota Sioux USA Verbal Same

16 Korean Isolate Korea Verbal Same

17 Gaagudju Gunwingguan Australia Verbal Same

18 Ngiyambaa Pama-Nyungan Australia Verbal Same

19 Kolyma Yuk-

aghir

Yukaghir Russia (east) Verbal Same

20 Imbabura 

Quechua

Quechua II Ecuador Verbal Same

21 Urarina Isolate Peru Verbal Same

22 Acehnese Malayo-Polynesian Indonesia Zero Different

23 Kwamera Malayo-Polynesian Vanuatu Zero Different

24 Ura Malayo-Polynesian Vanuatu Zero Different

25 Maori Malayo-Polynesian New Zealand Zero Different

26 Lavukaleve Central Solomons Solomon Islands Zero Different

27 Fulfulde Senegambian West Africa Zero Different

28 Ndebele Bantu Zimbabwe Zero Different

29 Koromfé Volta-Congo Burkina Faso Zero Different

30 Jacaltec Mayan Guatemala Zero Different

31 Tzotzil Mayan Mexico Zero Different
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Nr. Language Genetic info Centred in Copula Negation

32 Dhivehi Indo-Aryan Maldives Zero Different

33 Sinhala Indo-Aryan Sri Lanka Zero Different

34 Mongsen Ao Tibeto-Burman India Zero Different

35 Gulf Arabic Semitic Arabian peninsula Zero Different

36 Harar Oromo Cushitic Ethiopia Zero Different

37 Malecite-

Passamaquoddy

Algonquian Canada/USA Zero Different

38 Erzya (Mordvin) Finno-Ugric Russia (west) Zero Different

39 Crimean Tatar Turkic Ukraine Zero Different

40 Turkish Turkic Turkey Zero Different

41 Mongolian 

(Khalkha)

Mongolic Mongolia Zero Different

42 Kalaallisut Eskimo Greenland Zero Different

43 Hungarian Finno-Ugric Hungary Both Both

44 Kannada Dravidian India Both Both

45 Malayalam Dravidian India Both Both

46 Japanese Japonic Japan Verbal Different

47 Nyulnyul Nyulnyulan Australia Zero Same

48 Meyah East Bird’s Head Indonesia Zero Same

49 Teiwa Trans-New Guinea Indonesia Zero Same

50 Amele Trans-New Guinea Papua New Guinea Zero Same

51 Tobelo West Papuan Indonesia Zero Same

52 Saliba Malayo-Polynesian Papua New Guinea Zero Same

53 Ket Yeniseian Russia (central) Zero Same

54 Pipil Aztecan El Salvador Zero Same

55 Paumarí Arauan Brazil Zero Same

56 Amharic Semitic Ethiopia Zero Same

57 Uchumataqu Uru-Chipaya Bolivia Zero Same

58 Pirahã Mura Brazil Zero Same

59 Tokelauan Malayo-Polynesian Tokelau Zero Same

60 Mina Chadic Cameroon Zero Same

61 Russian Slavic Russia Zero Same

Table 1: Overview of the sample and summary of the data found
* = Verbal copula in other types of copular sentences; • = Different negator for existen-
tial sentences; ° = Verbal copula in non-present tenses
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