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Abstract
Is the framework of Universal Dependencies (UD) compatible with findings from linguistic typology about
constructions in the world’s languages? To address this question, we need to systematically review
how UD represents these constructions, and how it handles the range of morphosyntactic variation
attested across languages. In this paper, we present the results of such a review focusing on speech
act constructions. We find that UD currently lack mechanisms for systematically capturing speech act
constructions and briefly discuss ways in which this can be remedied.
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1. Introduction

Universal Dependencies (UD) is an annotation
framework for morphosyntax, designed to be
applicable to all human languages and to en-
able meaningful cross-linguistic comparisons
(Nivre et al., 2016, 2020; de Marneffe et al.,
2021). To find out whether UD meets these
requirements, Nivre (2025) proposes to build
a constructicon for UD based on the survey of
universal constructions and morphosyntactic
realization strategies in Croft (2022) and the
MoCCA database of comparative concepts de-
rived from it (Lorenzi et al., 2024).

In this framework, constructions are form-
function pairings defined solely in terms of
their function (hence universal), while strate-
gies are defined by the pairing of a function
with some cross-linguistically identifiable mor-
phosyntactic form. For example, the property
predication construction is defined as any con-
struction in any language where a property
concept is predicated of a reference, as in the
English he is tall. The verbal copula strategy
describes an object predication construction
that involves a linking element in the form of a
verb, like English is. Other common strategies
in the world’s language are the nonverbal cop-
ula strategy (with a nonverbal linking element)
and the zero strategy (with no linking element)
(Croft, 2022; Nivre et al., 2026).

In order to build a constructicon, we first
need to check if the current UD guidelines
cover a given construction and all its at-
tested strategies and propose additions when
needed. Moreover, in the same process, we

can assess to what extent the annotations
of different strategies capture the fact that
they are realizations of the same construction,
which facilitates cross-linguistic comparisons.
A further step would be to investigate how ac-
tual treebanks have dealt with the phenomena
at hand, which is outside the scope of the cur-
rent investigation.

In this paper, we review how UD handles
speech act constructions, which are discussed
in Chapter 12 of Croft (2022). This comple-
ments previous papers on reference and mod-
ification (Nivre and Croft, 2025) and verbal
predication (Croft and Nivre, 2025), as well as
concurrent papers on nonprototypical predica-
tion and nonpredicational clauses (Nivre et al.,
2026) and on complex predicates (Coneglian
et al., 2026).

2. Speech Act Constructions

Speech acts can in general be defined in terms
of the response that a speaker wants or re-
quires from an addressee. In this context, we
are interested in grammatical constructions
that encode speech act functions. Typological
surveys have shown that there are three such
constructions found in all or most of the world’s
languages: the declarative, the interrogative,
and the imperative-hortative construction; a
fourth construction, the exclamative construc-
tion, is less common as a distinct construction
but still attested in many languages (Sadock
and Zwicky, 1985; König and Siemund, 2007;
Croft, 2022).
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The declarative construction is the default
type of speech act construction and simply as-
serts some propositional content, inviting the
addressee to accept it. The interrogative con-
struction, or question, requests some informa-
tion from the addressee, while the imperative-
hortative construction requests that an action
be carried out. The exclamative construction,
finally, expresses a strong emotional reaction
to a propositional content. Since this construc-
tion is less commonly attested, and the strate-
gies used to realize it very diverse, we will not
discuss it further in this paper.

As already mentioned, the declarative con-
struction can be regarded as the default con-
struction and will therefore not be discussed
in this paper, as it is covered in depth in previ-
ous papers on clause constructions (Croft and
Nivre, 2025; Nivre et al., 2026). Before we turn
to the other speech act constructions, however,
we need to discuss negation in declarative con-
structions and the related notion of polarity.

2.1. Negation of Declaratives

Declarative constructions with positive polar-
ity constitute the default speech act construc-
tion and are overwhelmingly zero coded in the
world’s languages. That is, there is no overt
coding over and above the coding of the clause
construction itself. Negative polarity, by con-
trast, is normally overtly coded using one of
four strategies, illustrated in examples (1–4).

(1) díayi yiíre baka-rí-ti
dog 1SG-SPEC bite-NEG-EVID

‘the dog didn’t bite me’

(2) à s@́âà cébébè pày
3SG.M know jackal NEG

‘he didn’t see the jackal’

(3) e-n syö-nyt omena-a
NEG-1SG eat-PTCP apple-PRTT

‘I didn’t eat an apple’

(4) e sega ni la’o o Jone
3SG NEG COMP go ART John
‘John is not going’

In (1), from Tuyuca (Barnes, 1994), negation
is expressed as an overt bound morpheme

affixed on the verb. In (2), from Musgu (Meyer-
Bahlburg, 1972; Dryer, 2005), it is instead real-
ized as an uninflected independent word form.
These are the two most common strategies
in the world’s languages. Less common are
the strategies illustrated in (3), from Finnish
(Sulkala and Karjalainen, 1992; Dryer, 2005),
and in (4), from Boumaa Fijian (Dixon, 1988;
Dryer, 2005), where the negation is realized
as a verb. In the former case, the negative
verb forms a complex predicate together with
a participial form of the main verb; in the latter,
the main verb is in a subordinate clause intro-
duced by the complementizer ni, a strategy
that can be paraphrased as ‘it is not the case
that John is going’.

2.2. Interrogatives

Interrogative constructions are commonly di-
vided into three types depending on function:
polarity questions (sometimes called yes/no-
questions), information questions (sometimes
called wh-questions), and alternative ques-
tions. We will focus on polarity questions and
information questions, which have been the
most studied typologically.

For polarity questions, the two most com-
mon strategies are a distinct intonation contour
(almost always a rising one) and/or an overt
interrogative particle (which may be realized
as an independent word or as an affix on the
verb). The use of a distinct word order pattern,
familiar from Germanic languages, is a much
less common strategy.

Information questions typically contain an in-
terrogative pronoun or modifier for the entity to
be identified in the answer to the question, and
the use of a distinct intonation contour and/or
an interrogative particle is much less common
in this case. In a large minority of languages,
the interrogative pronoun obligatorily occurs at
the beginning of the sentence, but it is more
common that it occurs in the position where
the corresponding element would occur.

2.3. Imperative-Hortatives

Imperative-hortative constructions are a wider
class than the traditional notion of imperatives
and include cases like the following, where
there is an appeal to the addressee to help
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(a)

díayi yiíre bakaríti
NOUN PRON VERB

Polarity=Neg

nsubj

obj

(b)

à s@́âà cébébè pày
PRON VERB NOUN PART

Polarity=Neg

nsubj obj

advmod

Figure 1: Simplified UD annotation of different strategies for negation of declaratives: (a) affix,
(b) word.

bring about an event even though the event is
not always an action specifically carried out by
the addressee:

(5) a. sing

b. let’s sing

c. let her sing

d. let the party begin

The strategies used to realize imperative-
hortative constructions are extremely varied
and dependent on factors like person, polite-
ness and social relations. The most distinctive
strategy used, particularly in the second per-
son, is reduction in form, and it is common to
use the bare verb stem as in (5a) above.

3. UD Annotation

Let us begin by observing that the annotation
of speech act types is essentially a blank spot
in the UD framework. It is not discussed ex-
plicitly in the guidelines, and there is no mech-
anism for annotating this kind of information
systematically. This can partly be seen as
a consequence of the word-based nature of
the UD annotation, which means that linguis-
tic information has to be annotated either as
properties of an individual word, through part-
of-speech tags and morphological features, or
as relations between pairs of words, through
typed syntactic relations. Speech act types,
however, are properties of entire clauses or
sentences and often cannot be associated
with individual words or pairs of words.

Technically speaking, given the hierarchical
nature of the syntactic annotation, it is possible
to annotate information about a larger unit on
the head word of that unit (typically the pred-
icate in the case of a clause). However, the
scope of such an annotation will in principle

always be ambiguous, since there is no mech-
anism to indicate whether it applies only to the
head word or to a larger segment (and if so,
which segment). The idea of introducing spe-
cial so-called “phrase level features” has been
discussed on and off in the UD community, but
so far no such concept has been introduced.

In the current UD guidelines, there are
hence no morphological features or syntactic
relations devoted specifically to the annotation
of speech act constructions. However, informa-
tion about such constructions is nevertheless
available in a few cases where the strategy
for realizing the construction involves a word
or affix carrying a distinctive feature. In the
following subsections, we will review the most
important cases where this happens.

3.1. Negation of Declaratives

In version 1 of UD (Nivre et al., 2016), there
was a syntactic relation neg reserved for nega-
tion, but not restricted to negation at the clause
level. Hence, while the negation not would be
attached with the neg relation to the head verb
know in a declarative cluase like she does
not know, the same relation would be used
to link the determiner no to the head noun
idea in a nominal like no idea. The neg rela-
tion has been deprecated in version 2 of UD
(Nivre et al., 2020) because it was deemed
to encode a semantic property rather than a
morphosyntactic relation.

In the current UD guidelines, the only way to
annotate negative polarity is by using the mor-
phological feature Polarity=Neg. This feature
can be added both to words containing nega-
tion affixes, normally a verb or an auxiliary, and
to words expressing negation by themselves.
The former strategy is illustrated in Figure 1(a),
which shows the UD annotation of example (1);
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the latter strategy is illustrated in Figure 1(b),
which is the UD annotation of example (2).1 In
many cases, it is therefore possible to deter-
mine whether a clause is negated by checking
for the occurrence of the feature Polarity=Neg
either on the main predicate of the clause or
on a direct dependent of the predicate (usually
with the relation advmod). However, such a
procedure is only heuristic and will give the
wrong result for sentences like they did not
only dance, they sang as well, where the word
not is attached to the verb dance and car-
ries the feature Polarity=Neg but still does not
negate the clause. For further discussion of
negation in UD, see Findlay and Haug (2025).

3.2. Interrogatives

Whether interrogative constructions are cap-
tured in the UD annotation depends both on
the type of question and on the strategy used
to realize it. Starting with polarity questions,
the prosody strategy is not captured at all, as
UD does not annotate prosodic features, and
neither is the less common word order strat-
egy. The question particle strategy should in
principle be within reach, since a morpholog-
ical feature could be assigned to the particle,
regardless of whether it is realized as an affix
or as an independent word. However, even
though the guidelines mention that question
particles can be assigned the part-of-speech
tag PART, there is currently no morphological
feature available for classifying question par-
ticles. The only related feature is Mood=Int,
which can be used for verbs that have a spe-
cial form in interrogative clauses, a strategy
attested in Turkic languages.

Moving on to information questions, these
are generally captured more straightforwardly
because they contain an interrogative pronoun,
determiner or adverb that carries the feature
PronType=Int. One complication is that the
word carrying this feature may not be directly
attached to the root of the clause. For exam-
ple, in a sentence like which student’s mother’s
book are you looking for, the interrogative de-

1In these examples, we simplify the UD repre-
sentations by omitting (a) lemmas and (b) morpho-
logical features that are not relevant for the dis-
cussion. For reasons of space, we do not repeat
glosses and translations in the examples.

terminer which is at a distance of four depen-
dency arcs from the verb looking. In addition,
we need to distinguish direct questions from
embedded interrogative clauses, which is in
most cases possible by inspecting the position
of the clause in the dependency tree.

3.3. Imperative-Hortatives

Of the many diverse strategies employed for
imperative-hortative constructions, only those
that involve verbal morphology are currently
captured in UD through the morphological fea-
ture Mood. In addition to the very common
value Mood=Imp, for imperative verb forms,
the value Mood=Jus can be used for the jus-
sive, which is found, for example, in Arabic.

4. Discussion

Speech act constructions like declaratives, in-
terrogatives and imperative-hortatives, some-
times referred to as basic sentence types, are
among the most general linguistic construc-
tions and should arguably be captured in any
framework for morphosyntactic annotation. It
is noteworthy that UD currently lacks mech-
anisms for a systematic annotation of these
constructions, and it is highly relevant to dis-
cuss ways in which this could be remedied.

In the short term, within version 2 of UD, the
obvious solution is to add new features and
feature values to describe at least the basic
speech act constructions declarative, interrog-
ative, imperative-hortative, and exclamative,
as well as clause-level negation. For interrog-
ative and imperative-hortative constructions, it
may also be useful to distinguish subtypes. It
is true that, in a word-based system like UD,
the scope of these features will be ambiguous,
but this seems preferable to not including the
information at all.

In addition to adding new features, one may
consider modifying the syntactic relations used
to annotate strategies that involve a special
word order. For example, in information ques-
tions where the interrogative pronoun or ad-
verb obligatorily occurs at the beginning of
the sentence, the dislocated relation could be
used with a special subtype to capture the
word order strategy.
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In the longer term, in subsequent versions of
UD, it may be worth introducing a mechanism
for using features that apply to larger units than
words. Such a mechanism would be useful not
only for the annotation of speech act construc-
tions, but more generally for categories that
transcend word boundaries, for example, com-
plex predicates.

5. Conclusion

In this paper, we have taken another step to-
wards a constructicon for UD, in the sense of
Nivre (2025), by reviewing the way UD anno-
tates speech act constructions, following the
taxonomy of Croft (2022), thereby extending
the previous work on reference and modifica-
tion (Nivre and Croft, 2025) and verbal pred-
ication (Croft and Nivre, 2025).2 The main
findings in this paper are negative, since UD
currently lack mechanisms for systematically
capturing speech act constructions. We have
briefly discussed how this can be remedied
both in the long and the short term.
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