
What’s imperative about Korean imperatives? 
 
The Korean “imperative” seems to have two forms: V-e/a-la in a main clause context, and V-
(u)la in an embedded context. Lee and Ramsey (2011, 220) propose that the source of the 
modern form is the prenominal prospective marker -(u)l followed by a locative noun *a. This 
source directly explains the modern form used in embedded contexts. For the modern main 
clause form V-e/a-la, they show that the original -(u)la form has, over time, been able to co-
occur with various other verbal suffixes, including e/a, leading to the modern main clause 
form V-e/a-la. Pak (2004) proposes that the e/a part here is the direct/plain speech style 
marker, and cites examples of main clause “imperatives” in which -(u)la directly follows the 
verb stem, if there is no need for a speech style marker (e.g. in the Ten Commandments). 
 Korean is a language often cited as having embedded imperatives, though there is 
debate whether the embedded form is a “true” imperative (e.g. Han 1998). We follow Pak’s 
proposal that -(u)la is the actual imperative marker, possibly preceded in main clauses by the 
speech style marker -e/a. However, our main point is that in fact this marker has a range of 
uses in embedded contexts, mentioned in descriptive grammars (Martin 1992, 852; Lee and 
Ramsey 2000, 190; Yeon and Brown 2011, 391), but which have gone entirely unnoticed in 
theoretical discussions of Korean imperatives. Specifically, it is straightforward to show that 
the form -(u)la has a range of uses in embedded contexts which go well beyond intended or 
expressed commands: they can variously be categorized as purpose, intention, or desire. 
 A useful way to think about the Korean examples is to follow the proposal of Wilson 
and Sperber (1988) for the meanings of imperatives. Their view is that an imperative form 
does not itself encode a directive speech act, but rather, is associated with two properties: 
Desirability and Achievability – some outcome that someone wants, and which is possibly 
achievable. Theirs is effectively a pragmatic account, in which an imperative form can have a 
range of “force” meanings in context: a command, a request, advice, or even a wish. The 
bracketed parts of the examples below clearly have the two properties that Wilson and 
Sperber identify, but none involve directive acts, and note that examples (2,3,5,6) have 
embedded subjects which are not even addressees (only (1) involves a possible addressee): 
(1) [towa tal-la-ko] pwuthak hay-ss-e-yo   (Yeon and Brown) 

‘He/she asked me to help.’ 
(2) emeni-nun [casik-tul-i cal toy-la-ko] mayil achim kito-lul ha-n-ta   (Lee and Ramsey) 

‘Mother prays every morning for her children to do well.’ 
(3) [mas-i coh-ula-ko] kuleh-key kkulhy-ess-ta   (Martin) 

‘I boiled it that way to make it taste good.’ 
The form -(u)la has some modal character in all its uses. If the clause that it marks is negated, 
it takes the negative form mal-, the so-called imperative negation, again even when there is 
no directive meaning (see (4-6)). In this regard, the -(u)la construction contrasts sharply with 
regular purpose marking with -tolok, which must have the unmarked negation form an/anh-. 
(4) [mayp-ci mal-la-ko] kochwu kalwu-lul neh-ci anh-ass-e   (Martin) 

‘I left out the red pepper to keep it from being spicy.’ 
(5)  Mina-nun [ai-ka tachi-ci mal-la-ko] kitohay-ss-ta   (our example) 
 ‘Mina prayed so that (her) child does not get hurt.’ 
(6) Mina-nun [ai-ka tachi-ci mal-la-ko] ipwul-ul kkal-ass-ta   (our example) 
 ‘Mina put out the futon in order/so that the child does not get hurt.’ (if she falls over) 
We will show the range of such embedded examples, and then consider the implications of 
the facts for theories of imperative interpretation, including the Modal approach of Kaufmann 
(2012) and the Property theory of Portner (2016). 
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