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In this study, I analyze the interaction between imperative/optative and interrogative clauses in Turkish 

and offer a fresh perspective on the debate on the semantic denotation of imperatives by challenging the 

view that those two clause types are mutually exclusive. I also examine the overlap between imperative 

and optative paradigms in Turkish, highlighting the challenges in distinguishing between these moods 

and suggesting a pragmatic way to approach analyzing these paradigms.  

 

I address the complex morphological and semantic overlap between imperatives and optatives in 

Turkish, where traditional analysis might be insufficient in establishing clear boundaries between the 

two paradigms. While the second-person forms show distinct morphological marking (verb root for 

imperative vs. -AsIn for optative), the third-person forms share the same suffix (-sIn), creating 

syncretism. First-person forms, traditionally analyzed only as optatives, are shown to potentially function 

as imperatives in certain contexts. This ambiguity complicates the analysis of question forms with these 

suffixes, requiring careful consideration of semantic, pragmatic, and morphological factors to determine 

whether we are examining true imperative questions or optative questions. 

 

Based on empirical data from Turkish, the study investigates how imperatives can (or cannot) function 

as questions and analyzes the implications for current theories of imperatives. The paper tries to explain 

why canonical second-person imperative questions (2) are ungrammatical while both first-person (1) and 

third-person imperative questions (3) are possible in Turkish, in light of two major theoretical approaches 

to imperatives, namely, Portner's (2004) to-do list approach and Kaufmann's (2016) modal approach.  

 

(1)  

Yemek   yap-ayım   mı? 

food  make-IMP/OPT.1SG Q 

“Shall I cook?” 

 

(2) 

* Yemek  yap   mı? 

food  make.IMP.2SG  Q  

Intended: “Shall you cook?” 

 

(3) 

Yemek   yap-sın   mı? 
food  make-IMP/OPT.3SG Q 

“Shall they (sg) cook?” 

 

Portner’s to-do list approach treats imperatives and questions as mutually exclusive clause types, making 

it impossible to discuss the Turkish data provided. 

 

The ungrammaticality of second-person canonical imperative questions is explained by Kaufmann’s 

modal approach, which posits that imperatives have certain presuppositions based on the discourse 

context.  

 
Kaufmann says imperatives are basically necessity modals and they additionally trigger two 

presuppositions: Non-descriptivity and epistemic authority.  



 

 

Non-descriptivity means that a clause does not simply describe a state of affairs, it is either practical or 

expressive. Practicality relies on a decision problem, which means that the question under discussion is 

a set of non-overlapping propositions where each cell represents a future course of events that is 

choosable for the agent. Simply, the agent needs to be able to “decide” on something so that the clause 

can be directive. Expressivity means that the clause functions to express a wish or a desire and the 

addressee isn’t in a position to do anything, it is solely imagined. 

 

Epistemic authority means that the speaker is assumed to have perfect knowledge of the relevant 

modality. For imperatives, this means that the speaker is assumed to know all the necessities given the 

context. 

 

The canonical first- and third-person questions accommodate these presuppositions. Second-person 

questions are unable to do it because the source and the receiver of the imperative are the same entity. 

For non-descriptivity to hold, the addressee either needs to be imagined (like shouting at the TV while 

watching a football match) or have a decision problem. They are not imagined, so we can only assume 

that they have a decision problem. However, we must also assume that they have perfect knowledge of 
the relevant domain. One cannot both have a decision problem and have perfect knowledge of what to 

do. This logical clash between the presuppositions accounts for the ungrammaticality of second-person 

imperative questions in Turkish data. 

 

In addition to canonical questions, this model also accommodates the grammaticality of self-directed 

second-person questions. Those questions are not aimed at getting information, they just allow the 

speaker to collect their thoughts.  

 

Context: Friend A asks Friend B about where to go for a holiday, and this is the first thing Friend B 

replies with thile trying to collect their thoughts. 
 

(4) 

Nere-ye  gid-in?..      (mumbled and elongated at the end) 

where-DAT go-IMP.2PL 

“(I wonder) where shall you go…” 

 

As self-directed questions do not seek information, they do not demonstrate interrogative flip, a 

phenomenon that changes the information source from the speaker to the addressee. Therefore, the 

anchor (base of information) of canonical questions is the person being talked to, while it is the speaker 

in self-directed questions. This difference bleeds the logical clash by not having the same entity as both 

the source and the receiver of the imperative, rendering self-directed second-person imperative questions 

grammatical. 

 

The findings suggest that Kaufmann's modal approach better accounts for the Turkish data, as it can 

predict both the ungrammaticality of canonical second-person imperative questions and the acceptability 

of other imperative question combinations through its presupposition framework, while Portner’s to-do 

list approach is unable to accommodate the existence of imperative questions due to the stipulation that 

imperatives and questions are distinct clause types with incompatible semantic types. 
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