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Summary: This talk focuses on the syntactic properties of the first-person singular imperative 

form in the Chukchi language (Chukotko-Kamchatkan). Adopting a modal approach to the 

semantics of the Imperative, I will claim that the modal operator of the Chukchi Imperative takes 

a semantically underspecified covert argument that, depending on the type of conversational 

backgrounds the modal has, can refer either to an individual or to an event. My proposal is based 

on the observation that, in contrast to what has been said so far about imperative clauses in other 

languages, non-embedded clauses containing the first-person singular Imperative form in 

Chukchi do not demonstrate subject obviation and allow distancing for their authors. 

Setting the stage: Cross-linguistically, both imperative and subjunctive clauses show a ban on 

coreference between their subjects and the Perspective Center—the matrix subject in embedded 

contexts and the actual speaker in root contexts. In particular, first-person singular Imperatives 

and Subjunctives are prohibited from appearing in non-interrogatives, where the speaker, who is 

the Perspective Center, must co-refer with the subject of the imp/subj clause. They are licensed 

only in interrogatives, where the Perspective Center is shifted to the addressee. Stegovec (2017, 

2018) proposes that these restrictions are a type of Condition B requirement and calls it the 

“Generalized Subject Obviation effect”. He argues for individual relativity of covert imp/subj 

modals. Considering Slovenian data, he claims that the modal operator in imperative and 

subjunctive clauses takes an individual-type pronoun (the “perspectival” PRO) as its argument. 

When an imp/subj clause is embedded, PRO is bound by the matrix subject. When an imp/subj 

clause is not embedded, PRO is bound by the speaker (within the assumption that the speech-act 

participants are encoded syntactically). This analysis accounts for a “speaker distancing ban”—

the inability of the speaker to distance herself from the directive speech act (Kaufmann 2012; 

Condoravdi & Lauer 2012; Stegovec & Kaufmann 2015) and predicts the ban on first-person 

singular Imperatives and Subjunctives in non-interrogatives.  

On the other hand, Hacquard (2006, 2010) argues for event relativity of overt modals. In order 

to capture possible time-individual pairs to which modal auxiliaries can be anchored, she 

relativizes the modal base to an event-type pronoun represented in syntax.  

Chukchi data: Chukchi possesses a fully-fledged morphological paradigm of the Imperative (1). 

Prefixes are traditionally considered as cumulative morphemes combining mood with person 

(see, e.g., Nedjalkov 1994; Dunn 1999).  

(1) Person SG PL 

 1 m(ə)- mən- 

 2 q(ə)- q(ə)- 

 3 n(ə)- n(ə)- 

Apart from occurring in questions about permission or obligation (2), the m(ə)- form is very 

productive in non-interrogative contexts, where it is used to express the future action of the 

speaker, yielding the inference that this action will be performed immediately (3).  

(2) m-uswitku-ɣʔe-k                                                  (3) m-ajmə-ɣʔa-k 

     1SG.IMP-chop-TH-1SG.S                                             1SG.IMP-go.for.water-TH-1SG.S 

     ‘Should I chop the wood?’.                                       ‘I will (immediately) go for water!’. 
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This form can also embed in several environments. These are, among others, sentential 

arguments of desire predicates (4) and dependent clauses of purposive constructions (5).  

(4) ətɬəɣə-n  ∅-teɣʔjeŋə-rkən iŋqun mə-tejkə-ɣʔe-n             orwoor  

      father-NOM.SG 2/3.S/A-want-IPFV COMP 1SG.IMP-fix-TH-3SG.O   sledge 

      ‘The father wants that I should fix the sledge’. 

(5) nota-ɣtə tə-ɬqətə-k  iŋqun m-ətɬʔa-re-rkən        

      land-DAT 1SG.S/A-leave-1SG.S COMP 1SG.IMP-mother-seek-IPFV 

      ‘I went to the tundra in order to seek for the mother’. 

Puzzle: When the Imperative is embedded under a desire predicate, like in (4), we observe 

subject obviation. The subject of the Imperative cannot co-refer with the matrix subject (6). 

(6) *ətɬəɣə-ni  ∅-teɣʔjeŋə-rkən iŋqun nəi-tejkə-ɣʔe-n             orwoor  

        father-NOM.SG 2/3.S/A-want-IPFV COMP 3SG.IMP-fix-TH-3SG.O  sledge 

        ‘The father wants to fix the sledge’. 

In contrast, there is no subject obviation in (3) and (5). The subject of the Imperative clause is 

co-referent with the speaker in (3) and the matrix subject in (5), respectively.  

Moreover, after uttering a clause containing the m(ə)- form, the speaker can distance herself 

from the speech act by adding that she does not want the realization of the proposition (7). 

(7) mə-waŋe-ɣʔa-k  ətrʔes  tə-ʔenqe-rkən 

     1SG.IMP-sew-TH-1SG.S but  1SG.S/A-not.want-IPFV 

     ‘I will sew, though, I don’t want to!’. 

Proposal: I adopt a modal approach to the semantics of the Imperative. Specifically, I assume, 

following Oikonomou (2016), that imperative clauses contain a covert existential modal 

operator located high in the tree. In embedded environments, I take this modal operator to 

establish the modality of the whole sentence (in the spirit of Kratzer (2006, 2013) and Moulton 

(2009)). When the Imperative is embedded under a desire predicate, like in (4), its modal has 

a doxastic modal base and a bouletic ordering source. In contrast, when the Imperative is used 

in a dependent clause of a purposive construction, like in (5), its modal has a circumstantial 

modal base and a teleological ordering source (on the modality of rationale clauses see 

Nissenbaum 2005; Grosz 2014). 

I claim that prima facie unrelated accounts of Stegovec (2017, 2018) and Hacquard (2006, 

2010) can be combined in analyzing the data presented above. Namely, I propose that in 

Chukchi the modal operator in Imperative clauses takes a semantically underspecified 

argument that can refer either to an individual or to an event. The relativity of this argument is 

determined by the type of the modal base. If the modal operator takes a doxastic modal base, 

its null argument refers to a matrix subject and provokes subject obviation (recall (4) and (6)). 

If the modal operator takes a circumstantial modal base, its null argument refers to an event 

and does not provoke subject obviation (recall (5)). The lexical entry for this operator is given 

in (8). 

(8) ||Op||c = λf.λg.λp.λε.λw. [∃w' ∈ MAXg(ε)(f(ε), w)](p(w')) 

where ε is the variable of a special underspecified semantic type which can range over 

events and individuals. 

The modal operator of non-embedded imperative clauses with first-person singular subjects 

takes a circumstantial modal base and a teleological ordering source, and its argument refers to 

a speech act event. This analysis correctly predicts the availability of the first-person singular 

imperative form in non-interrogatives (3) and the absence of the speaker distancing ban (7). 

Theoretical implications: Chukchi provides empirical evidence suggesting that covert modals 

of imperative clauses can take various conversational backgrounds (contra Condoravdi & 

Lauer 2012; Oikonomou 2016) and can be relativized to events. In these two respects, covert 

imperative modals do not differ from their overt counterparts. 
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