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Unaccusativity and the syntax of imperatives in East Circassian
Ksenia Ershova*
Abstract. This paper presents novel evidence for the syntactic distinction between
unergative and unaccusative verbs in East Circassian (or Kabardian). The evidence
concerns a particular strategy of forming imperatives – simultaneous causativization
and reflexivization – which is only applicable to unaccusative predicates. I argue that
this type of imperative involves the promotion of the internal argument to the a higher
position through the use of the causative morpheme which has been grammaticalized
to mark imperative mood. The observed patterns suggest that imperative mood, while
generally associated with the CP-layer, must be sensitive to the structure of vP.
Keywords. unaccusativity; imperative mood; causative; East Circassian; Kabardian;
Northwest Caucasian
1. Introduction. This paper addresses the syntactic distinction between unergative and unaccusative verbs in East Circassian, a language that has not been previously observed to draw such
a divide. The evidence for unaccusativity comes from an unlikely source – the morphology of
imperative mood. In particular, unaccusative verbs may form a special type of imperative that is
unavailable for unergative verbs. This imperative form involves the transitivization of the verb via
a synthetic causative morpheme and reflexivization of the causee. An example of this imperative
form can be seen in (1)1 – I will refer to this form as the reflexive causative strategy of imperative
formation throughout this paper.
(1)

z-o-m@-Ke-gw @bẑ
REFL. ABS -2 SG . ERG - NEG - CAUS -be.angry
‘Don’t be angry (lit. don’t make yourself angry)’

Importantly, despite both the causative and reflexive morphemes being highly productive
in the language, this particular construction is only available in the imperative mood. I argue that
the limitation of this form to unaccusative verbs is due to the selectional properties of the imperative head involved: (i) it selects VP as its complement and licenses an external argument specifier via ergative case assignment, but (ii) it does not introduce a new θ-role. This combination
of properties necessitates the recycling of the internal argument of an unaccusative verb through
reflexivization and restricts the use of this head to unaccusative predicates. The sensitivity of an
imperative mood head to the internal structure of VP in East Circassian calls for locality between
the imperative head and VP, thus challenging the longstanding assumption that imperative force
is introduced in the periphery of CP.
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past tense; RE – refactive; REFL – reflexive; PP – complement of postposition; SG – singular.
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East Circassian is uniformly ergative in both case assignment and verbal agreement, drawing no distinction between intransitive verbs with an agentive or patientive θ-role. Thus, both an
unergative verb like dek.w e- ‘get married’ / ‘go with s.o.’ (2) and an unaccusative verb like ŝt@‘freeze’ (3) take an absolutive subject, marked here with the absolutive case marker -r.
(2)

pŝaŝe-r Ø-de-k.w -a
girl-ABS 3ABS-COM-go-PST
‘The girl got married (lit. went with s.o.).’

(3)

ps@-r
Ø-ŝt-a
water-ABS 3ABS-freeze-PST
‘The water froze.’

Well-known diagnostics for unaccusativity such as resultative constructions have yet to
be tested in the language2 , while other standard diagnostics such as auxiliary selection and impersonal passive constructions (Levin & Rappoport Hovav 1994) are not applicable in East Circassian. Thus, the imperative construction presented here is the only documented diagnostic for
syntactic unaccusativity in the language.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents the reflexive causative
strategy of marking imperative mood and discusses its distribution. Section 3 accounts for the
restrictions on the distribution of this construction, arguing that the selectional features of the
imperative head involved limit its usage to unaccusative predicates. Section 4 discusses the implications of the presented data for our understanding of imperative syntax. Section 5 concludes.
2. The pattern. This section outlines the distributional properties of the reflexive causative imperative form. I show that the use of this form is restricted to intransitive predicates that entail affectedness on the part of their sole argument, i.e. a class of predicates that have been documented
to behave as unaccusative verbs cross-linguistically (Arkadiev 2008).
2.1. M ORPHOLOGY OF IMPERATIVE MOOD . In East Circassian, imperative mood is characterized with a particular morphological profile: (i) the lack of overt TAM morphology; (ii) the omission of second person singular agreement morphology in the absence of negation; (iii) prefixal
negation (as opposed to suffixal negation in the indicative mood) (Kumakhov 2006). Examples
of imperative forms can be seen below. The imperative form of q̇j@w@ve- ‘stand’ with a singular
second person addressee (4a) is contrasted to the same verb in the indicative mood (4b): in the
former case overt agreement with the subject is impossible, in the latter case it is obligatory. Subject agreement on the imperative form is overt if the subject is plural (4c), or in the presence of
negation (5a). Note also that negation in the imperative mood is expressed via the prefix m@- (4c),
as opposed to suffixal negation -q̇@m in the indicative mood (5b).
(4)

a. sjaw@ž’
(*w@-)q̇-j@-w@ve
1SG.PP+after (*2SG.ABS-)DIR-LOC-stand
‘Stand behind me!’
b. we sjaw@ž’
*(w@-)q̇-j@-w@v-a
you 1SG.PP+after 2SG.ABS-DIR-LOC-stand-PST
‘You stood behind me.’
c. sjaw@ž’
f@-q̇-j@-w@ve
1SG.PP+after 2PL.ABS-DIR-LOC-stand
‘You(pl) stand behind me!’
2

For a brief description of resultatives in East Circassian see Klimenchenko 2014).
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(5)

a. m@Per@se Ø-*(w@-)m@-š’x
apple
3ABS-2SG.ERG-NEG-eat
‘Don’t eat the apple.’
b. a-r
ŝ@-s-a
parj@ Ø-j@-š’x-a-q̇@m
DEM - ABS LOC -sit- PST nothing 3 ABS-3 SG . ERG -eat- PST - NEG
‘He sat and didn’t eat anything.’

2.2. R EFLEXIVE CAUSATIVE STRATEGY. In addition to the unmarked imperative form described
above, for a number of intransitive verbs the imperative mood may be expressed via the use of the
causative morpheme Ke-. In this case the second person subject is promoted to the position of
the ergative causer, while the causee is expressed as the absolutive direct object that is coindexed
with the causer and thus marked with the reflexive morpheme z@- (6b). For the surveyed verbs,
this form is never obligatory and exists alongside the regular unmarked imperative form. Examples of verbs that may form this type of imperative are gw @bẑ@- ‘be angry’ and Xw @ž’@- ‘get well
(lit. become again)’: in (6a) and (7a) we can see the regular unmarked imperative form; this is
contrasted with (6b) and (7b), where a causative morpheme Ke- is added and the reflexive morpheme z@- is used to mark the causee in the absolutive position. The unmarked form and the reflexive causative form are interpreted as synonymous by speakers and are deemed acceptable in
identical contexts.
(6)

a. w@m@- gw @bẑ
2SG.ABS- NEG- be.angry
‘Don’t be angry.’
b. zom@- Kegw @bẑ
REFL . ABS- 2 SG . ERG - NEG - CAUS - be.angry
CAUSEE i

CAUSER i

‘Don’t be angry (lit. don’t make yourself angry).’
(7)

a. ps@nč.’a-Pw Xw @-ž’
fast-very become-RE
‘Get better (lit. become again) soon!’
b. ps@nč.’a-Pw z@-Ke-Xw @-ž’
fast-very REFL.ABS-CAUS-become-RE
‘Get better (lit. make yourself become again) soon!’

Besides the addition of the causative and reflexive morphology, the morphosyntactic properties of this form are identical to the unmarked imperative: the same prefixal negation m@- is
used (6b), and second person singular subject agreement is dropped in non-negated forms (7b).
Notably, this strategy is not available for all intransitive predicates. For example, the unergative verbs gw e- ‘yell’ and q̇efe- ‘dance’ are incompatible with the reflexive causative imperative
form (8a), (9a); only the unmarked imperative form may be used in this case (8b), (9b).
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(8)

a.

* z-o-m@-Ka-gw e
REFL. ABS-2 SG . ERG - NEG - CAUS -yell

Expected: ‘Don’t yell (lit. don’t make yourself yell).’3
b. w@-m@-gw e
2SG.ABS-NEG-yell
‘Don’t yell.’
(9)

* z@-q̇-o-m@-Ka-fe
REFL . ABS- DIR -2 SG . ERG - NEG - CAUS -dance
Expected: ‘Don’t dance (lit. don’t make yourself dance).’
b. w@-q̇e-m@-fe
2SG.ABS-DIR-NEG-dance
‘Don’t dance.’
a.

Kumakhov (2006:223) notes that this type of imperative is limited to stative denominal
predicates such as hez@r ‘ready’ (10); were that the case, it could be a potential explanation of
the impossibility of this form with a verb like gw e- ‘yell’ or q̇efe- ‘dance’ in (8a) and (9a), which
are both dynamic predicates.
(10) z@-Ke-hez@r
REFL. ABS - CAUS -ready
‘Get ready (lit. make yourself ready)!’ (Standard East Circassian; Kumakhov 2006:223)
However, my data suggests that this form is not in fact restricted to stative predicates. The trademark property of dynamic predicates in East Circassian is prefixal present tense marking me(word-initially) / o- (word-internally) (Kumakhov 2006:158); based on this criterion several of
the predicates that may form the reflexive causative imperative are in fact classified as dynamic.
For example, the verbs s@meŽe- ‘be sick’ and q̇jexw exw @- ‘fall’ may form the reflexive causative
imperative (11), (12) despite the fact that they both take the dynamic present tense prefix me-/o(13)-(14).
(11) z-o-m@-Ke-s@maŽe
REFL. ABS -2 SG . ERG - NEG - CAUS -be.sick
‘Don’t get sick (lit. don’t make yourself sick).’
(12) z@-q̇-o-m@-Ke-xw exw
REFL. ABS - DIR -2 SG . ERG - NEG - CAUS -fall
‘Don’t fall (lit. don’t make yourself fall).’
3

The causative morpheme is expected to take the form Ka- here and in the following example due to a regular
phonological alternation: /e/ → /a/ in the penultimate syllable of a stem that ends in the sequence CeCe (see e.g.
Kumakhov 2006:58-59; Bagov et al. 1970:32-33). This alternation within the causative morpheme Ke- can be seen
below:
(1)

haq̇w @ŝ@q̇w @-xe-r m@-thaŝ.@ž’-a-we
q̇e-v-m@-Ka-ne
dishes-PL-ABS NEG-wash-PST-ADV DIR-2PL.ERG-NEG-CAUS-stay
‘Don’t leave (lit. make stay) the dishes unwashed.’
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(13) zeč.’exerj@ Ø-me-s@maŽe
all.PL.ABS 3ABS-DYN-be.sick
‘Everyone is sick.’
(14) Ø-q̇-o-xw exw
3ABS-DIR-DYN-fall
‘S/he is falling.’
Thus, the stative-dynamic distinction is not the relevant criterion for defining the distribution of the reflexive causative imperative. Rather, the generalization is that this form may only be
used with unaccusative verbs. The distribution of the reflexive causative is summarized in (15):
the left column lists the verbs for which this form is available; the right column lists verbs which
may not form this type of imperative.
(15)

3R EFLEXIVE C AUSATIVE :
š’@ne‘to be afraid’
w
X @‘become’
Xw @ž’@‘get well’
Kw @bẑ@‘be angry’
pŝ.ent.e‘sweat’
s@meŽe‘be sick’
ŝt@‘freeze’
q̇jeXw exw @- ‘fall’
Xw ebeŝe‘overheat’

*R EFLEXIVE C AUSATIVE :
ž’jej@- ‘sleep’
š’@s@- ‘sit’
pseńe- ‘speak’
gw e‘yell’
q̇efe‘dance’

As can be seen from the list of verbs presented in (15), the verbs that form the reflexive
causative imperative all semantically entail affectedness of the individual they are predicated
over, i.e. they can be classified as affective or patientive. In many languages this class of verbs
forms a uniform morphosyntactic class in terms of e.g. subject case marking (Arkadiev 2008).
In accordance with the widely assumed Unaccusative Hypothesis (first introduced by Perlmutter 1978), the sole argument of such verbs originates as an internal argument within VP (16);
these verbs are generally classified as unaccusative. Unaccusative verbs are opposed to agentive,
or unergative, verbs, which select for an external argument in a higher position – in Minimalist
terms – in Spec,vP (17); see e.g. Harley (2011). Thus, the reflexive causative imperative is only
possible for unaccusative verbs, i.e. verbs which take a sole internal argument.
(16)

(17)

vP
v

vP
DP

VP

v
v VP

V DP

V
It is important to note that outside of this construction, both causative and reflexive morphology is productively used with all types of verbs. For example, in (18) we can see the causative
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morpheme Ke- used with the unergative verb ž’jej@ ‘sleep’, which, as we saw in (15), may not
form the reflexive causative imperative.
(18) nane
nenaw@-r Ø-j@-Ke-ž’jej-a
grandmother child-ABS 3ABS-3SG.ERG-CAUS-sleep-PST
‘The grandmother put the child to sleep.’ (Rochant 2015)
In (19) we can see the use of the reflexive morpheme z@- to mark the absolutive object of
the three place predicate ŝ@Zje- ‘to shelter s.o. (ABS) from smth (IO)’.
(19) Paf.@-m
z@-Ø-ŝ@-v-Zje
sweet-OBL REFL.ABS-3SG.IO-LOC-2PL.ERG-shelter
‘Give up (lit. shelter yourself from) sweets!’
However, despite the widespread use of both causative and reflexive morphology, the two
are not productively combinable as in the reflexive causative imperative form. In particular, the
coindexation of the causer with the causee in a synthetic causative is not acceptable, even for the
class of unaccusative verbs listed in (15). For example, while the verb gw @bẑ@- ‘be angry’ may
form the reflexive causative imperative (6b), this same form (with the causee and causer coindexed via reflexivization) cannot be used in the indicative mood (20a). Importantly, the use of the
causative morpheme is perfectly acceptable in the absence of a binding relationship between the
causer and causee, as can be seen in (20b), where the absolutive causee is referenced on the verb
with regular third person morphology and is interpreted as non-coreferent with the causer.
j@Kegw @bẑ -a
DEM . OBL REFL. ABS - 3 SG . ERG - CAUS - be.angry - PST

(20) a. ?? ab@

z-

CAUSEE i

CAUSER i

‘S/he got angry (lit. s/hei made him/herselfi angry).’
b. ab@
Øj@Kegw @bẑ -a
DEM . OBL 3 ABS 3SG.ERG- CAUS- be.angry -PST
CAUSEE j/*i CAUSER i

‘S/hei angered him/herj/*i .’
Thus, the reflexive causative construction, i.e. the use of the causative morpheme Ke- to introduce a causer that is coreferent with the causee, is only possible in the imperative mood. This
leads us to conclude that the reflexive causative form is a strategy of marking imperative mood
for unaccusative predicates.
To conclude this section, the reflexive causative form is acceptable (i) only in the imperative mood and (ii) only with unaccusative verbs. In the following section I propose an analysis
that accounts for these two restrictions: the causative morpheme in this construction is in fact the
spellout of the functional head responsible for imperative formation, and its distributional restrictions are a consequence of its selectional properties.
3. Unaccusative imperative: an analysis. I argue that the distributional restrictions of the reflexive causative imperative form are derived from the semantic and syntactic properties of the
morpheme Ke-. In particular, the causative morpheme Ke- in this construction has grammaticalized to mark imperative mood and is thus stripped of its causative semantics; consequently, it
6

does not involve the introduction of an agentive θ-role. On the other hand, this head has retained
its causative syntax: it is a v 0 head that assigns ergative case to its specifier. The restriction to
unaccusative verbs is a consequence of the fact that this head selects for VP, combined with the
two properties listed above: the lack of agentive semantics and presence of external-argument licensing syntax. In particular, since Ke- does not introduce its own DP, it must assign case to the
internal argument within VP. Unergative predicates are then incompatible with this head due to
the lack of an internal argument.
3.1. -Ke IS AN IMPERATIVE HEAD . As we saw in section 2, the reflexive causative construction
is only used in the imperative mood – outside of this context, the coindexation of the causer and
causee of a causativized predicate via reflexivization is unacceptable. This raises two questions:
(i) why is the causative reflexive construction unacceptable in non-imperative contexts, and (ii)
why is this construction acceptable in the imperative mood? I propose the following answer: the
coindexation of the causer and causee in a causative construction is anomalous due to the semantics of the causative head; in the reflexive causative construction, on the other hand, the causative
prefix Ke- is not in fact functioning as a causative head, but has grammaticalized to mark imperative mood.
According to Pylkkänen (2008), the primary function of a causative functional projection
Cause0 is to introduce an additional event of causation. Since the causative morpheme in East
Circassian always involves the introduction of an ergative causer, this head is bundled together
with the external argument licensing Voice0 /v 0 projection. Thus, in its causative use, the morpheme Ke- fulfills two functions: (i) the introduction of an event of causation and (ii) the introduction of an agentive θ-role relating to this event (21).
(21) C AUSATIVE Ke1 -: Cause0 + v 0
a. Cause0 : introduces an event of causation
b. v 0 : introduces an external θ-role for the causer
Following Legate’s (2008) analysis of ergative case as inherent, I assume that ergative case
in East Circassian is assigned to the external argument by the head that introduces it, i.e. v 0 .
This head is also the locus of φ-agreement with the ergative DP, which is in most cases exponed
overtly on the predicate (see e.g. (20b)). In a causative construction, then, the syntactic job of
the causative head Ke1 - is to license the external argument via ergative case assignment and agree
with this argument in φ-features (22).
(22)

vP
DP[CASE:ERG]

v0
v [CASE: ERG]

VP

To summarize, the causative head Ke1 - has three main functions: (i) the introduction of a
causing event, (ii) the introduction of an agentive θ-role for the causer, and (iii) ergative case assignment and agreement in φ-features with its specifier.
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The reflexive causative imperative form, unlike a regular causative construction, does not
carry any clear causative semantics – speakers generally use these forms interchangeably with the
unmarked imperative and cannot readily identify any difference in meaning. I propose that the
reason for this lies in the fact that the marker Ke- in this construction has in fact been bleached of
causative semantics, and has come to instead denote an imperative mood head (23).4
(23) I MPERATIVE Ke2 - = I MP0 (Imperative operator)
While there are not many mentions of a grammaticalization path from causation to imperative mood, functional motivations for such a path have been noted. In particular, Gusev (2005)
argues that imperative constructions are a type of causative construction – a performative one.
Subsuming imperative mood under the class of causative constructions is motivated by the fact
that the functional role of an imperative speech act is to “cause an event to be realized” (Gusev
2005:16).5 It is also worth noting that causative morphology is cross-linguistically often used to
mark hortative (1st person imperative) mood – a subtype of imperative mood (Xrakovskij 2001).
Semantically, then, this form has nothing in common with the homophonous causative head
described in (21): it does not introduce a causing event, nor does it assign an agentive θ-role.
The difference in distribution between this form and the regular causative head then stems out
of this difference in semantics: in particular, the introduction of a causer that is coindexed with
the causee is semantically anomalous in a causative construction. The source of this anomaly is
not fully clear, although it is likely to stem out of the particular type of causation the causative
head denotes.6 This ban on coreference between the external and internal argument (corresponding to the causer and causee respectively for the regular causative construction) is absent for the
imperative Ke2 - simply because this form does not carry the causative or agentive semantics of
the regular causative head.
3.2. I MPERATIVE Ke- ASSIGNS ERGATIVE CASE . Note that, despite the lack of causative semantics, imperative Ke2 - morphosyntactically resembles a regular causative head: it appears to
increase the valency of the verb it attaches to by introducing an ergative external argument; the
φ-features of this external argument are exponed on the predicate via regular ergative agreement.
Thus, the unmarked imperative form of an intransitive verb like pŝ.ent.e- ‘sweat’ licenses just a
single internal argument (24a), while the reflexive causative counterpart licenses two arguments:
the internal one and an external argument, which triggers 2nd person singular agreement on the
predicate (24b).
(24) a. w@m@- pŝ.ent.e-ž’
2SG.ABS- NEG- sweat-RE
IntArg
‘Don’t get sweaty.’
4

I do not commit myself here to a particular analysis of imperative semantics; see e.g. Condoravdi & Lauer
(2012); Kaufmann (2012); Portner (2016) for various approaches.
5
As Gusev (2005) points out, this interpretation of imperatives allows for usages other than demands and orders,
such as invitations, absent wishes, etc., since regular causative constructions often express various types of weak or
indirect causation (see e.g. Comrie 1989:171-174).
6
See Rochant 2015 for a survey of the semantic functions of Ke- in the Kuban dialect; see also Letuchiy 2009
for a detailed description of the causative construction in the related language West Circassian.
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b. z-

om@- pŝ.ent.e-ž’
REFL. ABS- 2 SG . ERG - NEG - sweat- RE
IntArg
+ExtArg
‘Don’t get sweaty (lit. don’t make yourself sweat).’

An important property of this construction, however, is the coreference relation between the
core internal argument and the external one that is licensed by the imperative Ke2 -. Thus, while
syntactically there are two DPs, both of which are assigned distinct case values (the internal argument – absolutive case, the external one – ergative case), semantically they refer to a single
participant. Thus, while imperative Ke2 - assigns ergative case, it does not introduce a new participant, but merely assigns it to the one that is already present in the structure. The reason for this
unusual behavior is that, despite the shift in semantics, the imperative Ke2 - is syntactically still v 0 ,
i.e. it has retained the syntactic properties of the regular causative head Ke1 - – in particular, the
ability to assign ergative case to its specifier and agree with its specifier in φ-features. Thus, the
imperative Ke2 - is merged into the structure above the unaccusative VP and triggers the raising of
the internal argument to its specifier position for ergative case assignment and φ-agreement (25).
(25)

vP
DPi[CASE: ERG]

v0
I MP+v [CASE: ERG]

VP
V DPi

At first glance, such a divorce between inherent case assignment and θ-role licensing is
problematic, given that inherent case is defined as “inherently associated with certain θ-positions”
(Woolford 2006:112). However, despite lacking a semantic θ-role, the position that is assigned
inherent ergative case by imperative Ke2 - is nevertheless a “θ-position” in the sense that it is the
specifier of v 0 – a functional head that is generally responsible for the θ-role of the external argument.
3.3. R EFLEXIVIZATION AS REPAIR . We have established that the reflexive causative imperative
involves the use of an imperative head which is equivalent phonologically and syntactically to the
causative head Ke1 -, but is semantically distinct from it in that it does not introduce semantics of
causation, but rather marks imperative mood. The last ingredient to the reflexive causative is deriving the reflexivization of the internal argument. Since the movement of the internal argument
to Spec,vP is very local – within the boundaries of vP – the reflexivization of the lower copy can
be seen as a repair of movement that is too local, which is a violation of the Anti-Locality Constraint (Grohmann 2003). This constraint states that a movement chain must be sufficiently long,
in particular, a moved constituent must not land within the same syntactic domain as its lower
copy. The relevant syntactic domains are roughly equivalent to phases – in Grohmann’s (2003)
terms they are called Prolific Domains. vP is such a domain: the internal argument in a reflexive
causative construction is raised to a position within vP, giving rise to an Anti-Locality violation,
which is then repaired via reflexivization.
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3.4. I NTERIM SUMMARY. To summarize this section, the reflexive causative imperative is formed
via the use of the imperative Ke2 -, a functional head that has grammaticalized from the corresponding causative morpheme to mark imperative mood. This head has lost causative semantics
and thus does not license an external θ-role. It has, however, retained the syntax of causative v 0 in
that it enters and agreement relationship with and assigns ergative case to its specifier. In order to
assign case, this head triggers the raising of the internal argument from within VP to its specifier.
This brings about a violation of the Anti-Locality Constraint and thus gives rise to reflexivization
of the lower copy.
This analysis explains the restriction of this construction to the imperative mood and the
lack of causative semantics in this type of imperative, as well as presents a basis for the reflexivization pattern. The following section outlines how the analysis proposed in this section can
account for the restriction of the reflexive causative strategy to unaccusative verbs.
3.5. D ERIVING THE UNACCUSATIVE RESTRICTION . The imperative Ke2 - is only compatible
with unaccusative predicates, i.e. predicates with a sole internal argument, due to its selectional
properties. In particular, this imperative head selects for VP. Combined with the case-assigning
properties of this head, this ensures that the only type of predicate the imperative Ke2 - may combine with is one with an internal argument within VP, but no external argument, i.e. an unaccusative predicate. Below I outline why the imperative Ke2 - is incompatible with (1) unergative
verbs and (2) transitive verbs.
1. * I MPERATIVE Ke2 - + UNERGATIVE VERBS:
The imperative Ke2 - cannot combine with an unergative VP, because this type of constituent
does not contain an internal argument. The lack of an internal argument in VP means that
there is no DP within this projection to assign ergative case to, since the imperative -Ke2
does not license a θ-role of its own – the constructed vP then lacks a core DP whatsoever.
We can see what the hypothetical structure of imperative Ke2 - + ž’jej@- ‘sleep’ would look
like in (26): there is no DP for imperative Ke2 - to assign ergative case to or to agree with –
such a derivation would fail to converge.
(26)

vP
v0
??

I MP+v VP
V

2. * I MPERATIVE Ke2 - + TRANSITIVE VERBS:
The imperative Ke2 - is incompatible with transitive VP for the same reason why transitive
verbs cannot generally be used in the absence of an external θ-role, either overtly expressed
or existentially bound, as in passives.7 Given the decompositional approach to argument
structure in Minimalism, where the external argument is introduced outside of VP, it is not
7

On the status of external arguments in passives see Roeper 1987; Sichel 2009; Landau 2010; Kiparsky 2013;
Legate 2014, inter alia.
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fully clear how to structurally implement this constraint, but it is considerably more general
than just a constraint on the combinatory properties of imperative Ke2 -: transitive verbs
may generally only be used in the presence of an external θ-role. A simple implementation
of this constraint would be to simply specify the selectional properties of imperative Ke2 - so
that it only selects for a VP headed by an unaccusative predicate, i.e. one that is generally
not combinable with an external argument.
To summarize, imperative Ke2 - is a type of ergative-assigning v 0 which selects for a VP
with an internal argument. This VP must be headed by a predicate that does not need to be combined with an external argument. These selectional restrictions ensure that the imperative Ke2 may only combine with unaccusative predicates.
4. Implications. The existence of an imperative head like Ke2 - has long-reaching implications
for the theory of imperative syntax generally. In particular, within accounts that assume that imperative mood is represented in the syntactic architecture, the projection responsible for this semantic component is expected to merge high in the clausal periphery (see e.g. Rivero & Terzi
1995; Rizzi 1997; Han 1998; Zeijlstra 2006). The reason for this lies in the standard assumptions
about the semantics of imperative force: “As OpIMP [the imperative operator – KE] encodes the illocutionary force rather than the propositional content of the sentence, it cannot be located below
other functional projections” (Zeijlstra 2006:415). What this means is that operators like propositional negation cannot take scope over imperative force, i.e. a negative imperative sentence like
(27a) can only be rephrased as (27b), with negation taking lower scope than directive force (expressed here as ‘I request/order that X’), but not as (27c), where negation takes scope over the
directive force.
(27) a. Don’t go!
b. ≈ [IMP I request/order that [NEG you do not go.]]
c. 6= [NEG I do not [IMP request that you go.]]

> NEG
*NEG > IMP
IMP

The imperative head Ke2 -, on the other hand, must select for an unaccusative VP and thus
merge very low – significantly lower than NegP, where negation is assumed to be introduced (see
e.g. Zanuttini 1997; Giannakidou 1998). Thus, the reflexive causative imperative construction
provides a challenge for the syntax-semantics interface: a functional head must be merged low,
but interpreted high.
This type of conflict at the syntax-semantics interface, however, is a well-attested one. Examples of such phenomena include Quantifier Raising8 : quantifiers are assumed to covertly raise
(syntactically or at LF) in order to take scope over syntactically superior DPs and operators such
as negation. Another domain where such a mismatch has been observed is comparative constructions: degree phrases have been argued to undergo covert extraposition in order to achieve the
proper scope configuration (see e.g. Heim 2000).
This leads us to conclude, following Zanuttini et al. (2012); Portner (2016), that when it
comes to imperative force, the mapping from syntax to semantics need not be a direct one, i.e.
imperative force need not be interpreted in the position where it is syntactically introduced. The
particular implementation of this remains undetermined: the imperative head may raise covertly
to take wide scope, or perhaps illocutionary force is imposed on the utterance pragmatically,
8

See e.g. Abe 2017 for an overview of the phenomenon and existing approaches.
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rather than through propositional semantics, as argued e.g. by Condoravdi & Lauer (2012). I
leave the resolution of this question to further research.
5. Conclusion. The reflexive causative strategy of forming imperatives in East Circassian is only
available for unaccusative predicates. This strategy involves the use of an imperative head that
has grammaticalized from the causative marker Ke-. In the process of grammaticalization, this
head has shifted semantically from introducing a causing event and external θ-role to marking
imperative mood. Syntactically, on the other hand, this imperative head has retained the caseassigning and agreement properties of the regular causative marker. This leads to an otherwise
unacceptable coreference relation between the causer (ergative case-assigned DP) and causee
(base position of the internal argument in VP). This imperative head is compatible only with unaccusative predicates due to the fact that (i) it selects for VP and (ii) this VP must contain a DP
that is eligible for ergative case assignment.
This paper provides empirical support for the syntactic distinction between unergative and
unaccusative verbs in East Circassian. Additionally, the sensitivity of an imperative mood marker
to the internal structure of VP, namely the presence or absence of an internal argument, requires a
low merge site for this imperative head, thus challenging the assumption that imperative force is
introduced in the clausal periphery.
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