
Processes affecting the imperative paradigm in Labrador Inuttut 
 

This presentation provides a syntactic analysis of negation alternations in Labrador 
Inuttut (Nunatsiavungmiuttut), a dialect of Inuktitut. The negation marker -ngi(C)- is a 
suffix which attaches to the verbal complex and negates a clause (1a-b). There is a 
restriction on the use of negation in the imperative paradigm, and if one attempts to perform 
the alternation in (1a-b) with an imperative (1c), the result is ungrammatical (1d).  
 
(1)     a. Ikaju-vutit         Labrador 

help-IND.2S 
‘You are helping’ 

 b. Ikaju-ngi-vutit 
help-NEG-IND.2S 
‘You are not helping’ 

 c. Ikaju-git 
help-IMP.2S 
‘Help’ 

 d. *Ikaju-ngi-git 
help-NEG-IMP.2S 
Intended: ‘Don’t help’ 

  
The inability of imperatives to occur with negation is typologically common 

(Aikhenvald, 2010). However, unlike other languages which ban negative imperatives, 
Labrador Inuttut has an exceptional circumstance in which they are allowed. Imperatives 
with a suffix indicating politeness (2a) can be negated without issue (2b).  
 
(2)     a. Tupa-lau-git.               Labrador 
            wake.up-POL-IMP(2S) 
     'Please wake up’ 
    b. tupa-ngi-lau-git 
            wake.up-NEG-POL-IMP(2S) 
          'Please don't wake up'   
 

This alternation is problematic to analyse under most theories of the imperative 
negation ban. Typically the ban is either ascribed to a language-specific property of 
negation that blocks verb movement (Rivero & Terzi, 1995; Isac, 2015) or a property of the 
imperative clause which prevents negation from merging (Zanuttini, 1994; 1997). In either 
approach, we expect that the negation ban should be across-the-board.  



Following Han (2001) and Zejlstra (2013), I argue that the negation ban is not 
uniquely due to the properties of negation or the imperative marker. Instead, it is due to a 
structural configuration which results in an illegal scope reading between imperative C and 
negation. Lee (1988) observes there is only one possible scope reading for negative 
imperatives: one in which imperative force outscopes negation. In languages which ban 
negative imperatives, negation adjoins to, or is higher than, the imperative head.  

I follow a roll-up movement analysis of morpheme order in Inuktitut word 
formation, where linear order inversely correlates with base height in the syntactic structure. 
In the structure I propose for negative imperatives, negation head in Inuktitut is structurally 
high, accounting for why negation is typically banned in the imperative mood: in a rolled-
up structure, imperative C is sister to NegP, does not asymmetrically c-command it, and is 
therefore unable to take scope. In the grammatical “polite negative” trees, negation is 
allowed due to the presence of a higher element in the structure, the politeness suffix. This 
suffix is one of the few elements which can occur higher than negation, and is therefore a 
restricted situation where negation is allowed. The structural position of politeness, as well 
as the properties of word formation in Inuktitut, are responsible for exceptional negation.  
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