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Abstract

Korean has two types of negation: short form an and long form ani. However,
negative imperatives cannot be formed with either of these; instead, they re-
quire a special form, mal. I show that this pattern follows from the syntactic
requirement of verb movement and a general semantic constraint that force
cannot be negated (Han 2001). This analysis situates Korean within the cross-
linguistic landscape without any language-specific stipulations and straightfor-
wardly accounts for the acquisition data. I then turn to one notable exception:
short form an is unexpectedly grammatical in “weak” imperatives. I account for
this fact by proposing that “weak” and “strong” imperatives differ syntactically,
with only the latter having a syntactic projection of illocutionary force.

1 Introduction
Korean has two types of sentential negation: short form an and long form ani. Short
form an precedes the verb, as shown in (1a). Long form ani follows the verb and
requires do-support, as shown in (1b).1

(1) a. John-i
John-nom

pap-ul
rice-acc

an
neg

mek-ess-ta.
eat-pst-decl

b. John-i
John-nom

pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ci
eat-ci

ani
neg

ha-yess-ta.
do-pst-decl

‘John didn’t eat rice.’

However, negative imperatives in Korean cannot be formed with either an or ani, as
in (2a) and (2b). Instead, they require a special form, mal, as in (2c). The special form
mal follows the verb but does not require do-support.

(2) a. *Pap-ul
rice-acc

an
neg

mek-ela!
eat-imp

b. *Pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ci
eat-ci

ani
neg

ha-yela!
do-imp

1In this paper, I remain agnostic about the exact status of -ci attached to the verb. See, however,
Lee (2023) for an analysis that treats -ci as a nominalizer that does not introduce a clause boundary.
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c. Pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ci
eat-ci

mal-ala!
mal-imp

‘Don’t eat rice!’

As is well known, imperatives have functions beyond issuing commands (Schmerling
1982). For example, an imperative may express a speaker’s wishes, as in Please don’t
rain! Interestingly, such imperatives exceptionally allow the short form an, as in (3a).
In contrast, the grammaticality judgments for ani and mal remain unchanged—ani is
ungrammatical and mal is grammatical—as in (3b) and (3c).

(3) a. A,
ah

nayil
tomorrow

ceypal
please

pi
rain

an
neg

wa-la.
come-imp

b. *A,
ah

nayil
tomorrow

ceypal
please

pi
rain

o-ci
come-ci

ani
neg

ha-yela.
do-imp

c. A,
ah

nayil
tomorrow

ceypal
please

pi
rain

o-ci
come-ci

mal-ala.
mal-imp

‘Ah, please don’t rain tomorrow.’

The main puzzles I aim to address in this paper are as follows: (i) Why are the two
types of sentential negation—an and ani—ungrammatical in imperatives, and how is
mal different from them? (ii) What makes (3a) an exception, and how can we account
for the fact that the grammaticality of negation in imperatives appears to depend on
their use (command vs. wish)? I first demonstrate that the pattern in (2) straight-
forwardly follows from an independently motivated assumption about imperative
syntax together with a general semantic constraint. I then argue that the exceptional
cases can be accounted for if “weak” imperatives lack a syntactic projection of illo-
cutionary force.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews two strands of
previous research: the syntactic literature on negative imperatives across languages
and the semantic literature on the diverse uses of imperatives. This discussion will
highlight a major divide between the two approaches. In section 3, I examine the
syntactic properties of Korean negation and show how the pattern of Korean nega-
tive imperatives largely fits within the cross-linguistic picture. In section 4, I present
novel data, along the lines of (3), showing that short form an is exceptionally gram-
matical in imperatives in their non-directive uses. To account for these exceptions, I
propose that such imperatives are syntactically distinct from canonical imperatives
and discuss some alternative analytical options.
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2 Theoretical background

2.1 Negative imperatives across languages
The ungrammaticality of regular negation in imperatives is by no means a Korean-
specific phenomenon. This is illustrated below for Modern Greek (4), Spanish (5),
and Italian (6); the first two languages employ subjunctives to express negative com-
mands, while Italian uses infinitivals (Han 2001).2

(4) a. *Mi
neg

grapse
write.2sg.imp

to!
it

b. (Na)
na

mi
neg

to
it

grapsis!
write.2sg.subj

‘Don’t write it!’

(Modern Greek)

(5) a. *¡No
neg

lee
read.2sg.imp

lo!
it

b. ¡No
neg

lo
it

leas!
read.2sg.subj

‘Don’t read it!’

(Spanish)

(6) a. *Non
neg

telefonale!
call.2sg.imp-her

b. Non
neg

telefonarele!
call.inf-her

‘Don’t call her!’

(Italian)

By contrast, German (7), French (8), and Bulgarian (9) allow negative imperatives.

(7) Schreib
write.2sg.imp

nicht!
neg

‘Don’t write!’

(German)

(8) Ne
ne

chante
sing.2sg.imp

pas!
neg

‘Don’t sing!’

(French)

(9) Ne
neg

c̆eti!
read.2sg.imp

‘Don’t read!’

(Bulgarian)

2How subjunctives and infinitivals come to convey directive force is an interesting and important
issue on its own. However, I take this topic to be beyond the scope of present paper, which is mainly
concerned with the (un)grammaticality of negation in imperatives. Interested readers are referred to
Han (2001). Note also that in Korean, negative commands are expressed by means of a special marker
mal under an imperative form, as previously shown in (2c).
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A theory of this cross-linguistic pattern must therefore identify the factor that de-
termines whether the combination of negation and imperatives is licit in a given lan-
guage. Han (1998, 2000, 2001) and Zeijlstra (2006, 2013) develop one such account.
They propose that “negative imperatives are unavailable in some languages because
the syntax derives a structure in which the operator encoding directive force arrives
within the c-command domain of negation, where it is interpreted as being negated.”

In their analysis, the imperative operator in C enters into an agreement relation
with the verb and attracts it, and the verb carrying the imperative feature is inter-
preted as the locus of directive force. This explains the ungrammaticality of negative
imperatives in Modern Greek, Spanish, and Italian. In all three languages, negation
functions as a clitic attached to the verb. When V-to-C movement occurs, the re-
sulting configuration places negation in a c-commanding position over the verb, as
illustrated in (10).3

(10) *CP

C

Negi

Neg V[imp]

NegP

ti . . .

(Modern Greek, Spanish, Italian)

By contrast, in languages where negation is phrasal and does not have clitic status,
negative imperatives are predicted to be grammatical. This is illustrated below for
the case of German.

(11) CP

C

Schreib[imp]i

vP

nicht vP

ti . . .

(German)

Zeijlstra adds to this picture that the interpretability of negation also plays a role.
This is illustrated below for French (12) and Bulgarian (13). In French, while ne cliti-

3Following Zanuttini (1991) and Han (2000), I assume that imperatives lack a TP projection.
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cizes onto the verb, it is pas that carries semantic negation. The situation is similar in
Bulgarian, except that the element bearing semantic negation is phonologically null,
as argued by Zeijlstra (2004) based on evidence from negative concord.

(12) CP

C

Negi

Ne[uNeg] chante[imp]

NegP

pas[iNeg] Neg′

ti . . .
(French)

(13) CP

C

Negi

Ne[uNeg] c̆eti[imp]

NegP

Op[iNeg] Neg′

ti . . .
(Bulgarian)

The bottom line is that cross-linguistic variation in the grammaticality of negative
imperatives straightforwardly follows from (i) the fact that V-to-C movement occurs
in imperatives, and (ii) a general semantic constraint that negation must not take
scope over force.

2.2 Imperatives and semantic theorizing
Imperatives have also drawn great interest in the semantic literature, in particular
because of their variability in force. In addition to command uses, imperatives can
be uttered to express warnings, requests, wishes, and so on.

(14) a. Stand at attention! Command
b. Don’t touch the hot plate! Warning
c. Hand me the salt, please. Request
d. Please, don’t rain! Wish
e. Come to dinner tonight(, if you like). Invitation
f. A: How do I get to Harlem? – B: Take the A-train. (Disinterested) Advice
g. A: I am cold, can I close the window? – B: Sure, close it. Acquiescence
h. Go left! Go right! I don’t care. Indifference

In order to capture this variability, scholars have proposed weakening the semantics
of imperatives from their traditional directive force. Kaufmann (2012) argues that
imperatives contain a covert necessity modal along with a presuppositional compo-
nent that ensures that imperatives only be used performatively. Condoravdi & Lauer
(2012) propose that imperatives are associated with the speaker’s effective preference.

However, von Fintel & Iatridou (2017) argue that a modal or preference-based
semantics of imperatives falls short in accounting for two “weak” uses of imperatives:
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acquiescence and indifference. (15B′) and (15B′′) are clearly stronger than (15B); (16b)
and (16c) sound incoherent, unlike (16a).4

(15) A: I am cold, can I close the window?
B: Sure, close it.
B′: Sure, #you must/should close it.
B′′: Sure, #I want you to close it.

(16) a. Go left! Go right! I don’t care.
b. #You must go left. You must go right. I don’t care.
c. #I want you to go left. I want you to go right. I don’t care.

In light of these observations, von Fintel & Iatridou argue for Portner’s (2007) min-
imal semantics under a proposalist construal. According to Portner (2007), impera-
tives denote properties restricted to the addressee, as in (17), with the discourse effect
of updating the addressee’s To-Do List (TDL) carried out by dynamic pragmatics.
This effect is taken to be indirect in von Fintel & Iatridou (2017); the denotation of
an imperative is proposed as a possible addition to the addressee’s TDL. This is illus-
trated in (18), following Farkas & Bruce’s (2010) influential discourse model (see also
Linhares 2025, for a similar implementation).5

(17) Jeat riceK = λx: x is the addressee. x eats rice

(18)
Table TDLB TDLB*

A: Eat rice! {⟨TDLB, Jeat riceK⟩} — {Jeat riceK}
B: Okay! — {Jeat riceK} {Jeat riceK}

All in all, the semantic literature on imperatives aims to weaken or minimize their
denotational semantics to explain their variable uses. As discussed in von Fintel &
Iatridou (2017), this line of analysis runs directly counter to the syntactic account of
negative imperatives outlined above, as it crucially relies on the syntactic presence of
a force operator. I propose that this apparent divide in the current literature can be
reconciled from the perspective that “weak” and “strong” imperatives are represented
differently in the syntax. But let us first turn to Korean negative imperatives, which
will provide empirical evidence in support of this view.

4However, Kaufmann (2023) notes that indifference uses generalize across different clause types, as
shown in (i). She therefore suggests that they involve a general mechanism for suspending speaker
commitment, one that is orthogonal to the conventional semantic meaning of imperatives.

(i) She went left, she went right, what do I care.

5As pointed out by Condoravdi & Lauer (2012), even a proposalist construal of Portner’s semantics
cannot account for wish uses, as they lack volitional addressees or addressees altogether.
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3 Korean negative imperatives
In this section, I demonstrate that the syntactic properties of sentential negation
and mal, coupled with Han and Zeijlstra’s analysis of negative imperatives, straight-
forwardly account for the Korean pattern. As shown in (1), repeated below as (19), an
immediately precedes the verb, whereas ani follows the verb and requires do-support.

(19) a. John-i
John-nom

pap-ul
rice-acc

an
neg

mek-ess-ta.
eat-pst-decl

b. John-i
John-nom

pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ci
eat-ci

ani
neg

ha-yess-ta.
do-pst-decl

‘John didn’t eat rice.’

This has led researchers to analyze short form an as a left adjunct of vP that later
cliticizes to v, and long form ani as a Neg head that blocks the verb from coming
together with inflectional morphemes such as tense (Han & Lee 2007).

(20) a. CP

TP

vP

ShortNeg
an

vP

VP

. . .V

v

T

C

b. CP

TP

NegP

vP

VP

. . .V

v

LongNeg
ani

T

C

The pattern of Korean negative imperatives is repeated below in (21). Note, again,
that mal is required instead of the regular negations an and ani in imperatives.

(21) a. *Pap-ul
rice-acc

an
neg

mek-ela!
eat-imp

b. *Pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ci
eat-ci

ani
neg

ha-yela!
do-imp

c. Pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ci
eat-ci

mal-ala!
mal-imp

‘Don’t eat rice!’
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Han & Lee (2007) put forth an interesting perspective on the morphosyntactic na-
ture of mal. Building on Halle & Marantz’s (1993, 1994) Distributed Morphology
framework, they argue that mal is a contextual spell-out of ani ha ‘neg do’. However,
I argue against this view, drawing on mal’s diverse use as an auxiliary verb and sup-
porting historical evidence.6 Park (2010) studies mal from a diachronic perspective,
showing that it likely grammaticalized from a middle verb meaning “stop”.7 In fact,
this meaning is preserved in modern Korean (22a), alongside the eventual interpre-
tation in (22b), neither of which arises when mal is replaced with ani ha.

(22) a. John-i
John-nom

pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ta
eat-ta

{mal/*ani ha}-ass-ta.
mal-pst-decl

‘John stopped eating rice.’
b. John-i

John-nom
yasik-ul
late-night-snack-acc

mek-ko
eat-ko

{mal/*ani ha}-ass-ta.
mal-pst-decl

‘John ended up eating a late-night snack.’

I therefore take mal to be an auxiliary verb derived from “stop”, fully grammaticalized
in its prohibitive use, having lost the presuppositional component of “stop”.8 That
mal must be verbal in category is evidenced by its lack of do-support. Understanding
mal in this way straightforwardly explains why it is compatible with imperatives. V-
to-C movement in imperatives can be understood in terms of a probe searching for
a goal with the feature [v]. Mal, being a viable target in this sense, moves to C instead
of the lexical verb, an instance of Relativized Minimality (Rizzi 1990).

(23) CP

vP

vP

VP

. . .V

v

v
mal

C

6In Lee (2025), I also show that a contextual spell-out analysis of mal is untenable, since mal and
ani ha are freely interchangeable in various contexts, contrary to the theory’s prediction.

7van der Auwera (2006) shows that prohibitive markers derived from “stop”-type verbs are well
attested cross-linguistically, e.g., in Kru, Seychelles Creole, Kwaio, and Welsh.

8This roughly yields the following semantics: λp.λt.∀t′ : t < t′ → ¬p(t′). Whether this seman-
tics can capture all uses of mal—including (22a) and (22b)—remains to be seen.
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On the other hand, this requirement cannot be satisfied in the case of long form ani,
since it is a syntactic head that blocks verb movement.

(24) *CP

NegP

vP

VP

. . .V

v

Neg
ani

C

×

Short form an resembles the negative markers in Modern Greek, Spanish, and Italian,
in that it cliticizes onto the verb. This results in a head complex, illustrated in (25b),
where negation takes scope over the force operator, i.e., V[imp].

(25) a. *CP

vP

Neg
an

vP

VP

. . .V

v

C

b. C

v

Neg
an

v

V[imp] v

C

Interestingly, as noted by Lee (1988, 1993) and discussed in Han & Lee (2007), young
Korean children around the age of 2 sometimes produce negative imperatives with
short form an, as in (26).

(26) a. (To the child’s father, leaving for school)
Appa,
daddy

hakkyo
school

an
neg

ka!
go

‘Daddy, don’t go to school!’
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b. An
neg

pwul
light

kke-yo!
turn.off-pol

‘Don’t turn off the light!’ (Lee 1993)

This, too, can be easily accounted for by the present analysis. Han & Park (1994)
show that children around the same age occasionally fail to cliticize an onto the verb,
as shown in (27). Specifically, they produce sentences in which an and the verb are
separated by an object or an adverb.

(27) a. Na
I

an
neg

pap
rice

mek-e.
eat-decl.plain

‘I do not eat rice.’
b. An

neg
mak
much

uwl-e.
cry-decl.plain

‘(I) do not cry much.’ (Cho & Hong 1988)

If children have not yet acquired the clitic status of an, negative imperatives using an
are predicted to be grammatical. The verb can move up to C, leaving an in its base
position, thereby satisfying both syntactic and semantic requirements.

(28) CP

vP

Neg
an

vP

VP

. . .V

v

C

Before moving on to the next section, a brief note about verb movement is in or-
der. Here, I assume—without argument—that V-to-C movement is required of im-
peratives in Korean as well. Whether such movement exists in Korean is highly de-
bated, particularly because proving in either direction is extremely difficult, given
its head-final status (cf. Han et al. 2007, Zeijlstra 2024). Nevertheless, verb posi-
tions are known to be exceptionally high in imperatives compared to declaratives
and interrogatives cross-linguistically. With this assumption, a parsimonious account
of Korean negative imperatives becomes possible, showing how they align with the
cross-linguistic pattern without resorting to language-specific stipulations.
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4 “Weak” imperatives and negation
As mentioned in the introduction, there are exceptions: “weak” imperatives appear
to allow short form an. This is illustrated below for wish (29), sarcasm (30), and acqui-
escence (31). Long form ani remains ungrammatical, and mal grammatical, for these
uses—although omitted here, see (3) for the wish case.

(29) A,
ah

nayil
tomorrow

ceypal
please

pi
rain

an
neg

wa-la.
come-imp

‘Ah, please don’t rain tomorrow.’

Wish

(30) Ne
you

kulehkey
like.that

kyeysok
continuously

pap
rice

an
neg

mek-ela.
eat-imp

‘Yeah, keep not eating, sure, that’ll work.’

Sarcasm

(31) A: Ce
I

pap
rice

an
neg

mek-eto.tway-yo?
eat-can-pol

‘Is it okay if I don’t eat rice?’
B: ?Kulay,

okay
an
neg

mek-ela.
eat-imp

‘Okay, don’t eat it.’

Acquiescence

What these imperative uses have in common is that they do not seem to direct or
prompt the addressee to carry out the action denoted by the sentence radical. In
Portner’s terms, they lack the context-update effect of adding the property denoted
by the imperative clause to the addressee’s TDL. Therefore, it sounds infelicitous to
follow up a “weak” imperative with Okay!, which would otherwise signal acceptance
of the proposed addition. This is illustrated below for sarcasm:

(32) A: Ne
you

kulehkey
like.that

kyeysok
continuously

pap
rice

an
neg

mek-ela.
eat-imp

‘Yeah, keep not eating, sure, that’ll work.’
B: ??Ney!

yes
‘Okay!’

It is important to note that, “weak” imperatives under this characterization refer only
to a subset of the non-command uses of imperatives discussed in the literature. For
example, invitation uses do suggest that the addressee perform the denoted action and
are felicitious with an Okay! response.9

9 Among the examples in (14), command, warning, request, and invitation (possibly also advice) belong
to “strong” imperatives in this sense. These uses do not exceptionally permit short form an.
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(33) A: Cenyek
dinner

mek-ule
eat-in.order.to

hanpen
once

wa-la!
come-imp

‘Come over for dinner sometime!’
B: Ney!

yes
‘Okay!’

As discussed in the previous sections, the grammaticality of negative imperatives in a
given language crucially depends on the syntactic properties of negation in that lan-
guage. This suggests that the present puzzle—namely, that an is exceptionally gram-
matical in “weak” imperatives—is likewise syntactic in nature. The question, then,
is how the difference in use, or the presence versus absence of a context-updating
effect, can be reflected in syntax. Recent work has directly addressed this question,
most notably in the line of research on the syntacticization of discourse (Speas & Tenny
2003, Haegeman & Hill 2013, Portner et al. 2019, Miyagawa 2022, among others).

In this paper, I adapt Portner et al.’s (2019) CP–cP system. CP encodes clause type
and cP encodes illocutionary force. Building on the intuition that “weak” imperatives
lack a certain context-updating effect, I posit that “strong” and “weak” imperatives
differ syntactically; only the former projects a cP layer.10 I further assume that both
C and c value the relevant features on the closest verbal element and attract it, so
that it appears at the topmost position of the syntactic structure. The peripheral
syntactic representations of “strong” and “weak” imperatives are shown in (34a) and
(34b), respectively.

(34) a. cP

CP

. . . C[imp]

c[dir]

b. CP

. . . C[imp]

10In Portner et al. (2019), cP encodes the speaker–addressee relation (e.g., politeness) and is pro-
jected only when a specific interlocutor-addressee is present. Therefore, their analysis also predicts
that wish imperatives are syntactically distinct from “strong” imperatives, whereas this distinction is
less clear for sarcasm and acquiescence uses. Note also that, as Portner et al. (2019) correctly observe,
the imperative morpheme la must occupy a position lower than C, given its cooccurrence with the
complementizer ko in embedded contexts.

(i) Mary-ka
Mary-nom

John-eykey
John-dat

[pap-ul
rice-acc

mek-ula-ko]
eat-imp-comp

mal-ha-yess-ta.
speech-do-pst-decl

‘Mary told John to eat rice.’

Here, I use their terminology in a slightly modified sense, for expository purposes. What matters here
is that there exists a syntactic projection for illocutionary force above that for clause type.
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Let us first see how the revised syntactic structure fares with “strong” imperatives.
They exhibit the context-updating effect of adding the property denoted by the im-
perative clause—hence the projection cP for illocutionary force—and disallow short
form an. When the verb moves to c, the cliticization of an results in the head complex
structure shown in (35b). In this configuration, an c-commands the verb bearing the
force-related feature [dir]. Therefore, we preserve Han and Zeijlstra’s intuition that
what goes wrong in impossible negative imperatives is the scopal relation between
negation and the force operator.

(35) a. *cP

CP

vP

Neg
an

vP

VP

. . .V

v

C

c

b. c

C

v

Neg
an

v

V
[c-type: imp]
[force: dir]

v

C

c

“Weak” imperatives, on the other hand, lack the discourse effect of updating the ad-
dressee’s TDL and therefore do not project the cP layer. The resulting head complex,
formed by V-to-C movement and Neg-cliticization, is shown in (36b). Importantly,
the verb in this configuration lacks the force-related feature [dir]. The feature [imp]
is a clause-type feature, resulting from agreement with C (or with some lower head
encoding clause type, see footnote 10). This analysis therefore derives the contrast
between “weak” and “strong” imperatives with respect to their compatibility with
short form an. Because “weak” imperatives lack the syntactic projection for illocu-
tionary force, they vacuously satisfy the semantic constraint that negation must not
take scope over force.11

11The question is, then, how “weak” imperatives acquire speech act force. In other words, how
does an imperative come to express a wish or a sarcastic remark? I suggest that “weak” imperatives
acquire their force via a post-syntactic pragmatic process, the exact nature of which remains to be
fully understood. The general idea is that syntax projects illocutionary force only when it is canonically
associated with the clause type: assertion for declaratives, question for interrogatives, and command for
imperatives. I leave further investigation to future research, including whether this view connects
closely with the notion of default strength of speech acts (von Fintel & Iatridou 2017).
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(36) a. CP

vP

Neg
an

vP

VP

. . .V

v

C

b. C

v

Neg
an

v

V
[c-type: imp]

v

C

A notable advantage of the present analysis is that the reasoning behind the grammat-
icality of mal and the ungrammaticality of long form ani remains the same regardless
of whether cP is projected or not. Mal is allowed in negative imperatives because
it is an auxiliary verb with a prohibitive meaning that moves, instead of the lexical
verb, to the highest position in the syntax as an instance of Relativized Minimality.
Long form ani is banned in negative imperatives because it prevents the verb from
undergoing the movement that the syntax requires. These are properties that remain
constant irrespective of the presence or absence of cP.

Before concluding, I would like to consider some alternative theoretical possi-
bilities. As an objection to the idea that syntactic representations vary depending
on use, one might be tempted to locate this distinction entirely in pragmatics. For
example, one could argue that the problem arises when a negative property is added
to someone’s TDL, since the notion of doing so is not sufficiently clear.12 However,
such a move overlooks the observation by Han and Zeijlstra that the grammatical-
ity of negative imperatives in a given language appears to depend on the syntactic
properties of negation. It is unclear at the moment how a pragmatic approach could
account for this kind of cross-linguistic variation.

The second option is to replace the idea of an independent projection of illocu-
tionary force with a force-associated feature optionally realized on C. The prediction
would essentially be the same under an analysis that posits the directive feature [dir]
on C only in “strong” imperatives but not in “weak” imperatives. However, emerging
work under the syntacticization of discourse perspective (e.g., Portner et al. 2019, Miya-
gawa 2022, etc.) offer morphosyntactic evidence for a distinct illocutionary force
projection in syntax. I therefore model the difference between “weak” and “strong”
imperatives here as a structural optionality, i.e., the presence or absence of cP.

12The effect of uttering a negative imperative may instead be closer to adding a property to some-
one’s Not-To-Do List.
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5 Conclusion
The representation of imperatives at the syntax-semantics-pragmatics interfaces re-
mains a matter of long-standing debate in the literature. Syntactic and semantic
theories appear to diverge fundamentally; syntactic approaches struggle to capture
“weak” imperative uses, whereas semantic accounts are silent on the cross-linguistic
variation in negative imperatives. The central claim of the present paper—that illo-
cutionary force is sometimes projected in syntax and sometimes not—offers a new
perspective on this issue. “Weak” and “strong” imperatives differ syntactically, with
consequences for their pragmatic effects and their interaction with negation.

Indeed, to address this theoretical divide, it is necessary to examine negative im-
peratives in “weak” uses and see if they behave differently from their “strong” counter-
parts. This constitutes the empirical contribution of the present paper. We observed
that whereas neither type of sentential negation—short form an nor long form ani—is
grammatical in “strong” imperatives, an is exceptionally allowed in “weak” ones. To
account for this pattern, I first established that the Han–Zeijlstra analysis straight-
forwardly extends to Korean and then showed how the “weak” cases can be captured
under the assumption that they lack a syntactic projection of illocutionary force.

While the primary empirical evidence in this paper comes from Korean, the anal-
ysis could benefit from additional cross-linguistic data. The prediction is that neg-
ative markers like an—phrasal, clitic-like, and semantically negative—will exhibit a
similar distribution in other languages. If Zeijlstra’s (2013) analysis of the ban on
sentence-initial negation in V2 languages is on the right track, we also predict excep-
tions to this phenomenon in force-less environments. Imperative-and-Declaratives
(Kaufmann 2012, von Fintel & Iatridou 2017) provide another potentially illuminat-
ing comparison, though they are not discussed here because they are not attested in
Korean. I hope that pursuing this line of inquiry in other languages will shed further
light on the representation of imperatives across different grammatical levels.

References
van der Auwera, Johan. 2006. Why languages prefer prohibitives. Journal of Foreign

Languages 1. 2–25.
Cho, Young-mee Yu & Ki-Sun Hong. 1988. Evidence for the VP constituent from

child Korean. Papers and Reports on Child Language Development 27. 31–45.
Choi, Jaehoon. 2024. On the incompatibility between short negation and impera-

tives. Studies in Linguistics 73. 95–116.
Choi, Jaehoon. 2025. A morphologically-conditioned allomorphy analysis of negative

imperatives in Korean. Korean Journal of Linguistics 50(3). 765–797.

15



Condoravdi, Cleo & Sven Lauer. 2012. Imperatives: Meaning and illocutionary force.
Empirical Issues in Syntax and Semantics 9. 37–58.

Farkas, Donka F. & Kim B. Bruce. 2010. On reacting to assertions and polar questions.
Journal of Semantics 27(1). 81–118.

von Fintel, Kai & Sabine Iatridou. 2017. A modest proposal for the meaning of im-
peratives. Modality across syntactic categories 288–319.

Haegeman, Liliane & Virginia Hill. 2013. The syntacticization of discourse. In Raf-
faella Folli, Christina Sevdali & Robert Truswell (eds.), Syntax and its limits, 370–
390. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Halle, Morris & Alec Marantz. 1993. Distributed Morphology and the pieces of in-
flection. In The view from building 20, 111–176. The MIT Press.

Halle, Morris & Alec Marantz. 1994. Some key features of Distributed Morphology.
MIT Working Papers in Linguistics 21. 275–288.

Han, Chung-hye. 1998. The structure and interpretation of imperatives: Mood and force in
universal grammar: University of Pennsylvania dissertation.

Han, Chung-hye. 2000. The structure and interpretation of imperatives: Mood and force in
Universal Grammar. New York: Garland.

Han, Chung-hye. 2001. Force, negation and imperatives. The Linguistic Review 18(4).
289–325.

Han, Chung-hye & Chung-min Lee. 2002. On negative imperatives in Korean. In Pro-
ceedings of the 16th Pacific Asia Conference on Language, Information and Computation,
59–68.

Han, Chung-hye & Chungmin Lee. 2007. On negative imperatives in Korean. Lin-
guistic Inquiry 38(2). 373–395.

Han, Chung-hye, Jeffrey Lidz & Julien Musolino. 2007. V-raising and grammar com-
petition in Korean: Evidence from negation and quantifier scope. Linguistic Inquiry
38(1). 1–47.

Han, Ho & Myung-Kwan Park. 1994. The syntax of negation in Korean and its devel-
opment in child language. In Proceedings of ESCOL 94, 152–162.

Kaufmann, Magdalena. 2012. Interpreting imperatives, vol. 88. Springer.
Kaufmann, Magdalena. 2020. Imperatives. In The Wiley Blackwell companion to seman-

tics, 1–42. Hoboken: Wiley.
Kaufmann, Magdalena. 2023. Imperative clauses. In Simone Guesser, Ani Carla

Marchesan & Paulo Medeiros Junior (eds.), Wh-exclamatives, imperatives and wh-
questions, 173–225. Walter de Gruyter.

Lee, Chungmin. 1988. Speech act terms and mood indicators (in Korean). Acta
Linguistica Hungarica 38(1). 127–141.

Lee, Chungmin. 1993. The acquisition of mood indicators in Korean. In Harvard
studies in Korean linguistics 5, 41–61. Harvard University.

Lee, Doo-Won. 2014. Negative imperatives revisited. Korean Journal of Linguistics 39(1).
133–153.

16



Lee, Sukchan. 2023. Focus licensing on nominalized VPs in Korean LFN constructions.
Unpublished manuscript.

Lee, Sukchan. 2025. Against a Distributed Morphology analysis of Korean negative im-
peratives. Presentation at the 27th Seoul International Conference on Generative
Grammar.

Linhares, Danilo. 2025. Directives and intentions. Natural Language Semantics 33(2).
255–289.

Miyagawa, Shigeru. 2022. Syntax in the treetops. MIT Press.
Miyagawa, Shigeru & Virginia Hill. 2025. Commitment phrase: Linking proposition

to illocutionary force. Linguistic Inquiry 56(3). 589–604.
Park, Ji Yeon. 2010. A diachronic study on the grammatical status of “malda”. Eo Mun

Lon Chong (Korean Language and Literature) 53. 107–144.
Portner, Paul. 2007. Imperatives and modals. Natural Language Semantics 15(4). 351–

383.
Portner, Paul, Miok Pak & Raffaella Zanuttini. 2019. The speaker-addressee relation

at the syntax-semantics interface. Language 95(1). 1–36.
Rivero, Marı́a Luisa & Arhonto Terzi. 1995. Imperatives, V-movement and logical

mood. Journal of Linguistics 31(2). 301–332.
Rizzi, Luigi. 1990. Relativized minimality. MIT Press.
Schmerling, Susan. 1982. How imperatives are special and how they aren’t. In Robin-

son Schneider, Kevin Tuite & Robert Chametzky (eds.), Papers from the para-session
on nondeclaratives, 93–106. Chicago Linguistics Society.

Sells, Peter. 2004. Negative imperatives in Korean. In Proceedings of the 10th Harvard
international symposium on Korean Linguistics, 736–745.

Speas, Margaret & Carole Tenny. 2003. Configurational properties of point of view
roles. In Anna Maria Di Sciullo (ed.), Asymmetry in grammar, vol. 1, 315–344. Am-
sterdam: John Benjamins.

Starr, William B. 2020. A preference semantics for imperatives. Semantics and Prag-
matics 13. 1–60.

Zanuttini, Raffaella. 1991. Syntactic properties of sentential negation: A comparative study
of Romance languages: University of Pennsylvania dissertation.

Zanuttini, Raffaella. 1997. Negation and clausal structure: A comparative study of Ro-
mance languages. Oxford University Press.

Zeijlstra, Hedde. 2004. Sentential negation and negative concord: University of Amster-
dam dissertation.

Zeijlstra, Hedde. 2006. The ban on true negative imperatives. Empirical issues in syntax
and semantics 6(1). 405–424.

Zeijlstra, Hedde. 2013. Not in the first place. Natural Language & Linguistic Theory
31(3). 865–900.

Zeijlstra, Hedde. 2024. Two varieties of Korean: Rightward head movement or po-
larity sensitivity? Linguistic Inquiry 55(3). 622–641.

17


