EAST ASIAN

PRAGMATICS

EAP (print) issn 2055-7752
EAP (online) issn 2055-7760

Article

A cognitive-pragmatic account of the English
imperative-conditional construction1
Keding Zhang
Abstract
The imperative-conditional construction (ICC) in English is a type of construction
which consists of an ordinary imperative clause and an ordinary declarative clause
connected by the connective and or or. This article deals with the speaker intentions
of ICCs and their motivations from a cognitive-pragmatic approach. Based on the
concept of construction in cognitive linguistics, an ICC can be called a complex
symbolic structure which, though composed of two components, should be regarded
as a single pragmatic processing unit. It is demonstrated that, in everyday communication, the ICC can usually convey three kinds of speaker intentions: a prohibitive
intention, an inducing/forcing intention, and an advisory intention. The first refers
to the intention of the speaker to prohibit the hearer from carrying out the act
described by the imperative. The second is the intention of the speaker to induce or
force the hearer to bring about the act described by the imperative. The third refers
to the intention of the speaker to advise the hearer to carry out the act described
by the imperative. These speaker intentions are highly motivated. The motivations
include the constructional context, the conditional relation between the imperative
and the declarative, the directive force of the imperative, the pragmatic enrichment
of the declarative, and the complementary and interactive relationship between the
imperative and declarative clauses, among which the constructional context serves
as an overall motivation, and the rest may be seen as specific motivations.
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1. Introduction
Just as things in the world are classified into different categories through human
conceptualisation and categorisation, so are linguistic structures in language.
Linguistic structures at the syntactic level are usually called sentences, which,
according to the mood system of language, are classified into such grammatical
categories as declaratives, interrogatives, imperatives, and exclamatives. Generally speaking, declaratives state facts, interrogatives put forward questions,
imperatives issue commands, and exclamatives utter strong emotions. In our
everyday oral communication, they can be used independently by themselves.
However, they may also be used in combination with one another. For instance,
an imperative may quite frequently be used together with a declarative to constitute a complex construction and express richer meanings, as is shown in (1) and
(2).
(1) Do that again and you’ll be sorry.
(2) Stop or I’ll shoot.

From the perspective of syntactic structure, (1) and (2) seem to belong to some
kind of paratactic construction, each consisting of an imperative clause and a
declarative clause, with the former connected by the connective and, and the
latter by the connective or. However, from the perspective of semantic relation,
(1) and (2) are clearly instances of hypotactic constructions because the impera
tive clause expresses a kind of conditional meaning, and the declarative clause a
type of meaning of result. In the field of linguistic studies, such a construction
is termed by scholars from their different viewpoints in their different theories
as pseudo-imperatives (Clark, 1993), imperative and-conditionals (Dancygier &
Sweetser, 2005, p. 242), imperative as conditionals (Fortuin & Boogaart, 2009),
imperative-like conditionals (Jary & Kissine, 2014, p. 110), and so on. Though
different in name, they are similar in nature because they share in common the
fact that the first part of the construction is an imperative clause which performs
a conditional function in addition to its own imperative function, while the second part of the construction is a declarative clause which functions as a consequence. Clark (1993) distinguishes three interpretations of the construction:
positive, negative, and neutral. Jary and Kissine (2014) classify the construction
into three types: directive, non-directive, and inverse directive. However, they fail
to notice the fact that the speaker intends to make the hearer do something with
this type of construction. This being the case, the present article will focus on the
speaker intentions conveyed by such a construction and the motivations for such
intentions. This goal will be achieved from a cognitive-pragmatic approach.
A cognitive-pragmatic approach refers to an approach which integrates the
insights from cognitive linguistics and pragmatics into a plausible analytical
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framework, by which the pragmatic meaning(s) of a construction can be investigated and the motivation(s) for the pragmatic meaning(s) can be found out. Such
a cognitive-pragmatic approach may be more explanatory than either a cognitive approach or a pragmatic approach alone: a linguistic structure is regarded
as a construction which serves as a unit of analysis from a cognitive linguistics
viewpoint; then the pragmatic meaning(s) of a construction can be studied from
a pragmatic perspective; and finally, with the construction as the linguistic context, the motivation(s) for the pragmatic meaning(s) can be revealed in accordance with the notion of context in pragmatics and the idea of the interaction
between the construction as a whole and its components and the mutual interaction between the components of the construction in cognitive linguistics. With
this in mind, I will mainly investigate the construction by addressing the following questions: (a) Why can such cases as (1) and (2) be conceived as impera
tive-conditional construction? And what structural properties does this type of
construction possess? (b) What kind of logical properties does it have? (c) What
speaker intentions can it express, and what are the motivations for these speaker
intentions?
In what follows, I will first try to define the imperative-conditional construction based on the notion of construction in cognitive linguistics and examine
its structural properties briefly in Section 2. Section 3 will then cover the logi
cal properties of the imperative-conditional construction. Based on what is
done in Sections 2 and 3, Sections 4 and 5 will deal with what speaker intentions
the imperative-conditional construction may convey and what motivates such
speaker intentions respectively. The final section will be a very brief conclusion.

2. The imperative-conditional construction and its structural
properties from the perspective of cognitive linguistics
2.1 The notion of construction in cognitive linguistics

In cognitive linguistics, the representative notion of construction mainly comes
from Cognitive Grammar (Langacker, 1987, 2008) and Construction Grammar
(Goldberg, 1995, 2006). According to Cognitive Grammar, the grammar of a
language requires only three basic structures or units to make a comprehensive
description of the linguistic representations in the speaker’s mind. These three
basic structures are phonological structure, semantic structure, and symbolic
structure. Phonological structures include not only sounds, but also gestures
and orthographic representations. Semantic structures are conceptualisations
exploited for linguistic purposes, notably as the meanings of expressions. Symbolic structures are not distinct from semantic and phonological structures, but
rather incorporate them. A symbolic structure is bipolar in that it resides in a

254

east asian pragmatics

link between a semantic structure and a phonological structure, such that either
is able to evoke the other (Langacker, 2008, p. 15). That is, symbolic structure
clearly reveals a fact that there is a conventionalised and direct association of a
phonological structure with a semantic structure (Wang, 2011, p. 18). Therefore,
grammar is symbolic in nature. Lexicon, morphology, and syntax form a continuum which is fully describable as assemblies of symbolic structures. A symbolic
structure resides in the pairing between a semantic structure and a phonological
structure (Langacker, 2000, p. 17). It can then be inferred that human language
has a defining property of forming complex structures out of simpler ones (Langacker, 2008, p. 15). Accordingly, ‘[g]rammar involves the syntagmatic combination of morphemes and larger expressions to form progressively more elaborate
symbolic structures. These structures are called grammatical constructions.
Constructions are therefore symbolically complex, in the sense of containing two
or more symbolic structures as components’ (Langacker, 1987, p. 82).
In Construction Grammar, constructions are regarded as form–meaning
corres
pondences that exist independently of particular verbs, because they
themselves carry meaning independently of the words in the sentence. Or rather,
linguistic units are considered constructions if something about their form or
meaning is not strictly predictable from the properties of their component parts
or from other constructions. That is, a construction is posited in the grammar if
it can be shown that its meaning and/or its form is not compositionally derived
from other constructions existing in the language (Goldberg, 1995, pp. 1-4).
What is more important, constructions are conventional in nature in that they
are conventionalised pairings of form and function. In addition, they are learned
pairings of form with semantic or discourse function (Goldberg, 2006, pp. 3-5).
All in all, constructions are the basic units of language (Goldberg, 1995, p. 1), and
they are also the fundamental units of linguistic description (Taylor, 2016, p. 464).
2.2 The definition of the imperative-conditional construction and its structural
properties

In accordance with the concept and definition of construction presented in Cognitive Grammar and Construction Grammar, I am inclined to refer to a complex
symbolic structure that consists of an imperative clause and a declarative clause
conjoined by the connective and or or as the imperative-conditional construction
(ICC), such as (1) and (2) above. There are four reasons why such a symbolically
complex structure is called an ICC.
Firstly, the imperative clause in an ICC plays a double role in retaining its origi
nal imperative form and function, and in functioning simultaneously as a conditional clause due to the coercion of the construction as an integrated whole.
Therefore, what the imperative clause really expresses is a condition with an
imperative mood.
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Secondly, although an ICC is a combination of two symbolic structures – an
imperative clause and a declarative clause – its meaning cannot be simply derived
from its components. It can only be obtained by taking the whole construction of
the ICC into consideration. This is due to the fact that an imperative clause alone
does not express any conditional meaning, and neither does a declarative clause
by itself express any kind of result or consequence under some condition. That
is, it is only when an imperative clause and a declarative clause are integrated
into such a symbolic complex structure as an ICC that an imperative clause can
express the meaning of condition and a declarative clause the meaning of result.
Likewise, only in the form-meaning pairing of an ICC can an imperative clause
and a declarative clause jointly express a unified meaning of condition and result.
Thirdly, in an ICC, there must be a conditional relation between its imperative and declarative components, and additionally the imperative conditions
expressed by the imperative clause ‘must be true conditions, that is, conditions of
intrinsic consequence’ (Bolinger, 1977, p. 162). Or rather, such conditions must
be true conditions that cause or result in the occurrence of the state of affairs
described by the declarative clause, or else, even if a construction takes the form
of an ICC, it cannot be an ICC in a real sense. For example, write any letters in (3)
below is not the true condition of I’ll mail them for you, and the latter is not the
result caused by the former, either. Thus, there is no conditional relation between
write any letters and I’ll mail them for you, and (3) is surely not an ICC, nor an
acceptable utterance.
Finally, in an ICC, the first component clause must be an ordinary imperative
clause that can be used independently by itself, and the second component must
be an ordinary declarative clause that can be used independently as well. Otherwise, it cannot be called an ICC at all (see Clark, 1993). To take just one example,
catch the flu in (4) has the form of an imperative clause, but it cannot be used
independently by itself, hence is not an ordinary imperative clause, for in English
no one would say ‘Catch the flu’ to others. Thus, (4) is not an instance of a true
ICC.
(3) *Write any letters and I’ll mail them for you.
(4) Catch the flu and you’ll be ill for weeks.

In terms of its components, an ICC is a construction consisting of an imperative
clause and a declarative clause which are joined together by the connective and or
or. In terms of syntactic order, the imperative clause is followed by the declarative
clause, i.e., the former occurs before the connective whereas the latter is after the
connective. For example, (5) is an instance of an ICC in which the imperative
clause drink another can of beer and the declarative clause you’ll puke are conjoined by the connective and. Example (6) is also an instance of an ICC whose
components speak up and no one will hear you are connected by the connective or.
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(5) Drink another can of beer and you’ll puke.
(6) Speak up or no one will hear you.

There are various events taking place every moment in the world. However,
they are not happening all alone without being related to one another. It is sure
that there must be certain kinds of relations between or among events. Very often,
related events occur in a certain temporal sequence and/or under a given condition. In other words, the occurrence of events is sequential and/or conditional.
Such a natural phenomenon will undoubtedly be reflected in linguistic structures.
Therefore, we tend to propose that an ICC should be a type of linguistic structure representing our perception and experience of related events which are an
imperative event (Ei) and a declarative event (Ed). From a cognitive point of view,
there exists a temporal sequence between Ei and Ed, with Ei occurring before Ed.
At the same time, there is also a conditional relation between the two events, in
which Ei serves as the condition for Ed, and Ed is the result brought about by Ei.
The temporal sequence and conditional relation reflected by an ICC are similar
and consistent to our perception and experience of related events occurring in
the world around us. Accordingly, it may be concluded that the syntactic structure of an ICC should be Ei and Ed or Ei or Ed rather than Ed and Ei or Ed or Ei.
Thus, (5) and (6) are acceptable, whereas (5a) and (6a) are not.
(5a) *You’ll puke and drink another can of beer.
(6a) *No one will hear you or speak up.

3. Logical properties of imperative-conditional constructions
In propositional logic, an ICC can be regarded as a kind of compound proposition. Due to the basic meaning of the connectives and and or, an ICC seems to be
a conjunction or a disjunction. But this is not the whole story. In the case of the
connective and, ‘[t]here are many other uses of and in everyday language. Often
these should not be analyzed as logical conjunctions … [but] should probably be
analyzed as implications’ (Allwood et al., 1977, p. 34). Implications are ‘sentences
to express hypothetical judgments under sufficient conditions’, and ‘hypothetical
judgments2 are judgments which assert that one state of affairs is the condition
for the existence of another’ (He & Peng, 1988, pp. 33–34). Thus, considered from
the logical relation between the two parts joined by and, (7) and (8) should be
regarded as equivalents to (7a) and (8a) respectively.
(7) Touch me and I will kiss you.
(8) Work hard and I’ll reward you.
(7a) If you touch me then I will kiss you.

the english imperative-conditional construction

257

(8a) If you work hard then I’ll reward you.

The reason why they can be interpreted in this way is that
[A]ll things, phenomena or states of affairs in the objective world are interrelated, and they are interconnected in various ways, one of which is conditional connection. The occurrence and existence of one state of affairs will
prompt the occurrence and existence of another, and if the former does
not occur or exist, neither will the latter. Such a connection is referred to as
conditional connection. When a conditional connection between two states
of affairs is identified, a hypothetical judgment will be brought into being.
(Jin, 1979, p. 106)
Take (7), for example: the occurring of the act touch me will bring about that of
the act I will kiss you. If the former does not happen, neither will the latter. Hence,
the former should be regarded as the condition for the latter. When such a hypothetical judgment reflects that one state of affairs is the condition for another, it
may also be called a conditional proposition (Wang et al., 2006, p. 88).
Similarly, when the connective or is employed to combine an imperative clause
and a declarative clause into a compound proposition, the compound proposition should be analysed as an implication rather than a disjunction. For instance,
according to the logical relation between the two components in (9), (9) can be
interpreted as (9a).
(9) Be off or I’ll push you downstairs.
(9a) Be off, if not, I’ll push you downstairs.

It can be observed from the implication of (9) that whether the act be off occurs
or not directly affects the occurrence of the act I’ll push you downstairs. This is
due to the conditional relation between the two acts. To be specific, if the former
happens, the latter will not; conversely, if the former does not occur, the latter will.
Thus, there is obviously an exclusive relation between the two components of an
ICC connected by or. In contrast, an ICC connected by and displays an inclusive
relation between its two components. Such an inclusive relation is that if the former occurs, the latter will do as well, and if the former does not occur, neither will
the latter. Examples (7) and (8) above are such instances.
Additionally, imperatives and declaratives have very different semantic properties. Whereas declaratives bear truth-value, imperatives do not. That is, declara
tives are possessed of truth conditions while imperatives instead are possessed
of fulfilment conditions, which are satisfied if and only if the state of affairs
described by the imperative is made the case. Therefore, imperatives cannot be
judged true or false. They can only be judged by whether their fulfilment conditions are satisfied or not (McGinn, 1977; Wilson & Sperber, 2012, p. 214; Jary &
Kissine, 2014, p. 2).
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In logical terms, the imperative clause and the declarative clause of an ICC may
be called antecedent and consequent respectively. It can be argued that an ICC
connected by the connective and has the following logical properties: if the antecedent happens, the consequent will do as well; if the antecedent does not occur,
the consequent will not either, as is shown in (10a) and (10b)3 respectively. In
sharp contrast, an ICC conjoined by the connective or has such logical properties
as: if the antecedent does not happen, the consequent will happen; if the antecedent occurs, the consequent will not occur, as is indicated in (11a) and (11b)
respectively. As a result, it can be concluded that in an ICC connected by and, the
antecedent and the consequent may both happen, or neither of them happens.
On the contrary, in an ICC conjoined by or, the antecedent and the consequent
may not both happen simultaneously, i.e., either the antecedent or the consequent may happen.
(10a) p→q
(10b) ¬p→¬q
(11a) ¬p→q
(11b) p→¬q

4. Speaker intentions in imperative-conditional constructions
The theory of speech acts involves an intention on the part of the speaker and
an inference on the part of the hearer. We have seen in many ways how a speaker’s intention can be more than is evident merely from the semantics of the sentence uttered, and we have also seen how the context must be taken into account
when trying to infer a speaker’s intended meaning (Birner, 2013, p. 175). Usually,
speaker intention (Blakemore, 2002, p. 46) refers to the intention on the part of
the speaker to provide or ask for information, or to make the hearer do things;
hearer inference refers to the inference on the part of the hearer in understanding
or interpreting the speaker’s utterance(s) within context.
Imperatives are a commonly used type of utterance in speech activities. They
are ‘what we reach for when we want to leave our hearer in no doubt that we want
him to do something and what we want him to do’. That is, ‘imperatives appear
in some way designed for the job of getting the hearer to do something’ (Jary
& Kissine, 2014, p. 1). Therefore, imperatives are usually used to ‘issue orders,
commands, demands, requests, threats, exhortations, permissions, concessions,
warnings, advice’, and so on (Huntley, 1984). All in all, imperatives are a type of
utterance whose sole prototypical function is to perform directive speech acts
(Wilson & Sperber, 2012, p. 211; Kissine, 2013, p. 112; Jary & Kissine, 2014, p. 10).
When an imperative is combined with a declarative by means of the connective
and or or to form an ICC, the imperative not only retains its original function of
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directive speech act, but also takes on a conditional function. It has to be made
clear that these two functions of the imperative clause in an ICC cannot be sepa
rated but are integrated as a whole in the construction. Thus, the imperative
clause in an ICC expresses a type of directive condition.
Based on the Relevance Theory proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986), Clark
(1993) distinguishes three interpretations of the ICC: interpretations where the
speaker actually wants the state of affairs described to be realised are referred
to as ‘positive’ interpretations, those where she does not want the state of affairs
to be realised as ‘negative’ interpretations, and those where she is indifferent as
‘neutral’ interpretations. In the first case, the speaker is communicating that she
regards the state of affairs described as desirable from her own point of view as
well as desirable to the hearer. In the second case, the imperative is used interpretively and the declarative provides evidence of the undesirability rather than
desirability to the hearer of the state of affairs described in the imperative clause.
In the third case, the speaker does not express any view as to the desirability or
otherwise of the state of affairs described in the imperative clause, but just attributes to the hearer a potential thought (Clark, 1993). Jary and Kissine think that
imperatives are closely related to directive force, in light of which they distinguish
three types of ICC, namely, directive, non-directive, and inverse directive ICCs.
Directive ICCs refer to those which are paraphrasable by a main-clause imperative plus a conditional, as is shown in (11) and (11a). Non-directive ICCs are those
which are not paraphrasable by a main-clause imperative plus a conditional, as in
(12) and (12a). And inverse directive ICCs refer to those which are paraphrasable
by a negative imperative plus a conditional, as is shown in (13) and (13a) (Jary &
Kissine, 2014, pp. 113–114).
(11) Finish this by noon and I’ll pay you double.
(11a) Finish this by noon. If you do, I’ll pay you double.
(12) Catch a cold and you could end up with pneumonia.
(12a) *Catch a cold. If you do, you could end up with pneumonia.
(13) Move closer and I’ll shoot.
(13a) Don’t move closer. If you do, I’ll shoot.

Jary and Kissine’s distinction by way of paraphrase and Clark’s explanation
in terms of interpretation are both fairly reasonable. However, as is pointed out,
imperatives are descriptions of states of affairs in a potential and desirable world
(Sperber & Wilson, 1986). That is, just as with infinitival clauses, imperatives represent states of affairs in possible worlds rather than in the actual world (Huntley,
1984; Clark, 1993). In the case of the ICC, the construction itself and its two components, i.e., the imperative clause and declarative clause, are all descriptions of

260

east asian pragmatics

states of affairs in possible worlds, and no matter whether it is the construction,
the imperative, or the declarative, the events they actually express are all possible events rather than actual events. Whether such possible events will occur is
closely related to both the speaker and the hearer. While the speaker’s intention
is a vital factor in bringing about the occurring or non-occurring of such possible events, whether the events will eventually become actual events depends
on whether the hearer takes action or not. However, these kinds of perlocutionary acts cannot be manifested by the utterance proper. Accordingly, a thorough
investigation of the speaker intention conveyed by an ICC can most likely reveal
the pragmatic nature of the ICC.
The speaker intention conveyed by an ICC is the intention of the speaker to
make the hearer do things. Normally, when a speaker uses an ICC in oral communication, she may intend to prohibit the hearer from carrying out the act
described by the imperative clause, to induce or force the hearer to carry out
the act described by the imperative clause, or to advise the hearer to bring about
the act described by the imperative clause. In accordance with Speech Act Theo
ry, the three types of speaker intention may be termed as prohibitive intention,
inducing/forcing intention, and advisory intention, respectively. For the sake of
convenience in discussion, an ICC connected by and will be referred to as the andICC, and an ICC connected by or as the or-ICC hereafter.
A prohibitive intention is the intention of the speaker conveyed in her use of an
ICC to command or request the hearer not to carry out the act described by the
imperative clause. This type of intention conveyed by an and-ICC usually carries a
threatening sense. In other words, the speaker uses an undesirable possible event
described by the declarative clause to threaten the hearer so as to prohibit him
from bringing about the act described by the imperative clause, as in (14)–(16).
(14) Take one more step and I’ll shoot.
(15) Stay in touch with that blonde colleague of yours and I’m leaving you.
(16) Break that vase and I’ll break your neck.

Examples (14)–(16) all express the speaker’s prohibitive intention. Superficially,
the positive form of the imperative clauses in (14)–(16) makes it dubious that the
speaker wants the hearer to carry out the act described by each imperative. However, it is just the other way round in terms of the construction as a whole. What
is actually expressed in these instances is that the speaker intends to prohibit the
hearer from carrying out the act described by the imperative clause in each case.
To take just one example, the speaker in (14) intends to order the hearer not to
take one step more by threatening him with shooting.
Similarly, the prohibitive intention conveyed by an or-ICC also carries a threatening sense. That is, the speaker intends to prohibit the hearer from carrying out
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the act described by the imperative clause by way of stating an undesirable possible event with the declarative clause as a threat. However, there is in this aspect a
difference between the and-ICC and the or-ICC. In an or-ICC, the speaker directly
employs a negative imperative clause to clearly request the hearer not to carry out
the act described by the imperative clause. Thus, such an intention may be called
direct prohibitive intention. For example:
(17) Don’t move a step forward, or your life is not worth a bulrush.
(18) Don’t repeat this to your father, or you’ll go to bed supperless.

In both examples, the speaker uses a negative imperative clause to directly express
her prohibitive intention. In (17), the speaker requests the hearer not to move a
step forward by threatening the hearer with a statement that his life will not be
worth a bulrush. In (18), the speaker orders the hearer not to repeat this to his
father with the threat that he will go to bed without supper.
In contrast to a prohibitive intention, an inducing/forcing intention refers to
the case that the speaker, by using an ICC, expresses her intention to induce or
force the hearer to carry out the act described by the imperative clause. This kind
of intention conveyed by an and-ICC usually carries a desirable sense in that the
speaker intends to induce the hearer to carry out the act described by the imperative clause. To be specific, the speaker uses a desirable possible event described by
the declarative clause as a temptation to lead the hearer into bringing about the
act described by the imperative clause. For example:
(19) Stay here and I’ll make you a nice dinner.
(20) Be good and you can stay up late.
(21) Mow the lawn and I’ll lend you my stilettos.

Examples (19)–(21) all convey the speaker’s inducing/forcing intention. Contrary
to (14)–(16), in (19)–(21), the speaker expresses her intention of requesting the
hearer to carry out the act described by each imperative rather than prohibit him
from doing so. In (19), for instance, the speaker intends to induce the hearer to
carry out the act of ‘staying here’ by tempting him with a nice dinner.
However, the inducing/forcing intention in an or-ICC is different from that in
an and-ICC in that it carries a threatening sense or an undesirable sense. In an
or-ICC, the speaker uses the threatening or undesirable possible event described
by the declarative clause to force the hearer to carry out the act described by the
imperative clause, as in (22)–(24).
(22) Tell me the password or you are dead.
(23) Return that by Thursday or I’ll charge you double.
(24) Take your cane or you may fall.
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Examples (22)–(24) all express the speaker’s inducing/forcing intention. In (22),
the speaker uses death as a threat to force the hearer to tell him the password. In
(23) and (24), the speaker uses an undesirable consequence (double charging and
falling down) to force the hearer to bring about the act described by the imperative clause in each case.
An advisory intention refers to the intention of the speaker to suggest, by using
an ICC, that the hearer pay attention to possible occurrence of the potential state
of affairs. This type of intention is only to make a suggestion to the hearer, and
carries no threat or temptation. The advisory intention expressed by an and-ICC
is that the speaker uses the possible result described by the declarative clause
to advise the hearer to carry out the act described by the imperative clause. For
example:
(25) Eat your spinach and you’ll be strong.
(26) Be as good as our word, and others will trust us.
(27) Open the Guardian and you’ll find three misprints on every page.

What (25)–(27) express does not contain any sense of threatening or temptation, they only put forward the potential possibility that the occurrence of the act
described by the imperative clause will lead to the potential result described by
the declarative clause. In other words, the speaker does not intend to induce or
force the hearer to carry out the act described by the imperative; instead, she is
just making a suggestion to the hearer. Superficially, it seems that (25) and (20)
belong to the same type of and-ICC, but that is not the case. In (20), the declara
tive clause you can stay up late is a kind of temptation. As long as the hearer
accomplishes the act be good, the speaker will fulfil the temptation by allowing
him to stay up late. In (25), however, the declarative clause you’ll be strong is not
any kind of temptation. Neither can it be permitted or fulfilled by the speaker. It
is merely a potential possibility. Even if the hearer carries out the act described by
the imperative clause eat your spinach, the speaker, as well as the hearer, still cannot guarantee that the hearer will become strong. Thus, (20) is an instance of an
and-ICC in which the speaker conveys inducing/forcing intention, whereas (25)
is an instance of an and-ICC in which the speaker expresses advisory intention.
Bolinger points out that or-ICCs can only express a prohibitive intention with
a threatening sense and inducing/forcing intention with some unpleasant consequence (Bolinger, 1977, pp. 164–165). This viewpoint also appeals to Dancygier
and Sweetser (2005, p. 250). It is fairly true that, an or-ICC behaves just like an
and-ICC in that it can express advisory intention as well. However, an or-ICC
behaves differently from an and-ICC in that its advisory intention is that the
speaker advises the hearer to carry out the act described by the imperative clause
for the purpose of avoiding the occurrence of the act described by the declarative
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clause, as illustrated in (28) and (29).
(28) Keep your eyes on Ross or he’ll get away.
(29) Clear this stuff out or we won’t have enough room for the new furniture.

Examples (28) and (29), similar to (25)–(27), do not convey any threat or temptation but rather suggestions to the hearer. In (28), the speaker intends to warn
the hearer to keep an eye on Ross in case Ross will get away. In (29), the speaker
expresses her advisory intention: to suggest clearing this stuff out in case they will
not have enough room for the new furniture.

5. Motivations for speaker intentions in imperative-conditional constructions
‘[L]anguage use is never truly acontextual; an expression’s manifestation is always
subject to influence from the physical, linguistic, social, and psychological circumstances’ (Langacker, 2008, p. 50). Accordingly, it would be pointless to talk
about speaker intention without context and situation. As Wang says, a construction derives from experience of language use, which is always accompanied and
constrained by context. The constraint usually comes from the interaction among
different linguistic levels (words, phrases, and sentences) and from the interaction between all linguistic levels and situational contexts. Since context highlights
meaning, contextual constraint will definitely involve the form–meaning pairing
due to the interaction. As the construction meaning conspires to impose a constraint on the generation and use of constructions, this constraint amounts to
a contextual effect. This contextual effect resides in the complex construction’s
selection of and restriction on simple ones, and it is a ‘big-governing-small’ effect.
When smaller constructions are used in bigger ones, some interaction occurs
between these small and big constructions. Thus, more complex constructions
can be considered as the context of its components, hence constructional context
(Wang, 2007, 2015). Constructional context differs from situational context in
that constructional context belongs to linguistic context, whereas situational context belongs to non-linguistic context. The former derives from the construction
meaning, which imposes a constraint on the generation and use of the construction (Wang, 2015).
As a type of construction abstracted and generalised from instances of the same
structure, the ICC has its own idiosyncratic construction meaning:4 the ‘imperative condition + consequence’ meaning which is an integration of the imperative
clause and declarative clause with the operation of and or or. This construction
meaning indicates that although the ICC is a kind of composite symbolic structure with two clausal components, its meaning is not a simple addition of the
individual meanings of each component. This is because only by entering the
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ICC can the imperative and the declarative clauses be connected with each other,
only in this way can some conditional relation be formed between them under
the operation of the connective and or or, and only in this way can they jointly
express some condition-consequence meaning. In fact, the ‘imperative condition
+ consequence’ meaning of the ICC can be regarded as a sort of constructional
context. This constructional context may serve as a macro-frame containing two
kinds of relationships: one is the relationship between the construction and its
components, and the other is that between the components. In the first case, the
relationship between the ICC and its components is a whole–part relationship, in
which the ICC selects and restrains its components, that is, the construction as a
whole requires that its components be ordinary imperative and ordinary declara
tive. Meanwhile, the ICC, as an integrated whole, facilitates the formation of the
conditional relation between the imperative clause and the declarative clause. As
such, this macro-frame enables the imperative clause to take on a property of
functioning as the directive condition, and it simultaneously makes it possible
for the declarative clause to express a meaning of result or consequence under
some condition and to acquire a function of pragmatic enrichment. Therefore,
it can be claimed that the constructional context truthfully serves as the overall
motivation for speaker intention in the ICC.
In the second case, the relationship between the components of the ICC is a
part-to-part relationship. The imperative clause and the declarative clause form
a conditional relation, in which the imperative clause serves as an imperative
condition and the declarative as a possible result or consequence. However, this
sort of conditional relation is a relation between two potential events rather than
between two actual events, and it is hence a possible rather than an obligatory
conditional relation. Just as is claimed by Clark, there is a special relationship
between the imperative clause and the declarative clause. In a sense, the declara
tive ‘strengthens’ the force of the imperative: the declarative gives a reason for
complying with the imperative and so makes it more likely that the hearer will
attempt to bring about the state of affairs described. In other words, the effect
of the declarative clause is to give the hearer more reason for seeing the state
of affairs described by the imperative clause as desirable (Clark, 1993). In addition, what is provided by and and or is only a frame to be enriched pragmatically.
The frame plays a role in combining the imperative and the declarative clauses
into one complex symbolic structure, hence a single pragmatic processing unit
(Carston, 2002, p. 258; Chapman, 2011, p. 113). In this pragmatic processing
unit, the imperative clause and the declarative clause play different roles. The
former serves as the base or carrier of speaker intention, and the latter performs
the function of pragmatic enrichment and force-strengthening of the imperative.
They are actually in a complementary and interactive relation, which serves as the
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specific motivation for speaker intention. For example:
(30) Stand up, and I am going to break your leg.
(31) Be quiet or I’ll put you outside.
(32) Go straight on, and you’ll see a church.

All these instances of the ICC share the construction meaning of ‘imperative condition + consequence’, but the semantic relation between the imperative and the
declarative clauses is different from one to the other. As a result, the speaker intention motivated in each construction is not the same, either. In (30), the potential
threatening event described by the declarative clause I am going to break your leg
pragmatically enriches and strengthens the force of the imperative clause stand
up, which then motivates specifically the speaker’s prohibitive intention of not
allowing the hearer to stand up. In (31), due to the disjunctive property of or, the
potential events described by the imperative and declarative clauses are simply
offered by the speaker to the hearer as two choices. And due to the threatening
influence of the declarative clause I’ll put you outside, the hearer may be forced
to carry out the act described by the imperative clause be quiet. This serves as the
specific motivation for the speaker’s inducing/forcing intention. In terms of constructional context, it seems that (32) is no different from (30). However, there
is no threatening or inducing sense expressed in (32), but only a possible conditional relation between the imperative and the declarative. And it is this possible
conditional relation that specifically motivates the speaker’s advisory intention.
Context is dynamic in nature, and so is constructional context. The change
of constructional context may motivate different speaker intentions. When the
same imperative is combined with different declaratives, different instances of
the ICC will come into being, and hence different constructional contexts. Then,
there will be different semantic relations between the component parts of the ICC,
and different speaker intentions will be definitely motivated. Compare:
(33) Eat your spinach and you’ll be strong. [= (25)]
(34) Eat your spinach or I’ll spank you.
(35) Come one step closer and I’ll shoot.
(36) Come one step closer and I’ll give you £5.

Examples (33) and (34) share the same imperative clause eat your spinach, but
their declarative clauses are different: one is you’ll be strong, and the other I’ll
spank you. Therefore, their constructional contexts are not the same. Different
constructional contexts motivate different speaker intentions. In the constructional context of (33), what the declarative clause you’ll be strong expresses is
merely a potential possibility, by virtue of which the speaker suggests that the
hearer carry out the act described by the imperative clause eat your spinach. This
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is an advisory intention motivated by the constructional context of (33). However,
in the constructional context of (34), the declarative clause I’ll spank you conveys
a threateningly undesirable sense, through which the speaker intends to force
the hearer to carry out the act described by the imperative clause eat your spinach. This is clearly an inducing/forcing intention motivated by the constructional
context of (34). Likewise, (35) and (36) also have the same imperative clause but
different declarative clauses, hence forming different constructional contexts and
leading to different speaker intentions. It is obvious in (35) that the declarative
clause I’ll shoot carries a threatening sense, by means of which the speaker commands the hearer not to carry out the act described by the imperative clause come
one step closer. Thus a prohibitive intention is motivated in (35). In contrast, the
declarative clause I’ll give you £5 in (36) undoubtedly conveys a desirable inducing meaning, by which the speaker leads the hearer into bringing about the act
described by the imperative clause come one step closer. Therefore an inducing/
forcing intention is motivated in (36).
In brief, speaker intentions expressed by the ICC do not come out of thin air;
instead they are highly motivated in nature. The motivations include the constructional context, i.e., the construction meaning, the conditional relation
between the imperative clause and the declarative clause, the complementary
and interactive relationship between the imperative and the declarative clauses,
the inherent directive force of the imperative clause, and the pragmatic enrichment of the declarative clause. It is under the joint actuation of these motivations
that the speaker’s prohibitive intention, inducing/forcing intention, and advisory
intention are expressed and realised.

6. Conclusion
As is mentioned above, an imperative and a declarative may be combined by the
connective and or or into an ICC. This type of construction has its own intrinsic
logical properties and should be analysed as a single pragmatic processing unit.
In the ICC, the imperative clause has both a directive force and a conditional
function, and the declarative clause plays a double role in expressing some consequence and serving the function of pragmatic enrichment, thereby a conditional
relation and a complementary and interactive relation are developed between the
two components of the ICC. It is the interplay of the two clauses that produces the
‘imperative condition + consequence’ meaning, hence a constructional context.
With the macro-frame of this constructional context as the overall motivation
and the complementary and interactive relationship between the imperative and
declarative clauses as the specific motivation, the ICC usually conveys three types
of speaker intention: prohibitive intention, inducing/forcing intention, and advisory intention. The first refers to the speaker intention to prohibit the hearer from
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carrying out the act described by the imperative clause. The second is the speaker
intention to induce or force the hearer to bring about the act described by the
imperative clause. The third refers to the speaker intention to advise the hearer to
carry out the act described by the imperative clause.
It is worth pointing out that the cognitive-pragmatic approach taken by this
article is essentially an interdisciplinary method, which integrates Speech Act
Theory and the theory of cognitive linguistics into a unified whole. It is evident
that this interdisciplinary method works very well in accounting for the possible
extra-linguistic meanings conveyed by such constructions as the ICC. Arguably,
such a cognitive-pragmatic approach may contribute much to pragmatic investigations of other constructions, especially complex constructions, in not just English, but other languages like Chinese that possess similar complex constructions.
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Notes

1.

2.

3.

4.

This article is a revised English version of the keynote speech delivered at
the 14th China Pragmatics Conference and the 8th CPrA Annual Meeting,
Anhui University (China) in October 2015. I am grateful to the participants
for their questions, criticisms, and suggestions. My thanks also go to the
anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments and suggestions.
In logic, hypothetical judgments are also called hypothetical propositions.
Hypothetical judgments and hypothetical propositions may both be referred
to as conditional propositions as well (Wang et al., 2006, p. 88).
In (10a)–(10b) and (11a)–(11b), ‘p’ stands for the antecedent and ‘q’ for
the consequent. The symbols ‘→’ and ‘¬’ denote ‘implication’ and ‘negation’
respectively.
Cognitive linguistics advocates partial compositionality rather than full
compositionality. Lakoff holds that the meanings of whole grammatical constructions are not computable by general rules from the meanings of their
parts. They are, however, motivated by the meanings of their parts (Lakoff,
1987, p. 582). Goldberg argues that constructions themselves carry meaning,
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independently of the words in the sentence (Goldberg, 1995, p. 1). Langacker
takes the position that an expression’s composite meaning is not just a pile
of component meanings, but an integrated structure where elements relate
to one another in very specific ways (Langacker, 2008, p. 168). This property
of construction meaning conforms to the basic principle that ‘the whole is
more than the sum of its parts’ (Koffka, 1935, p. 176) in Gestalt psychology.
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