The semantics of negative directivesin Homeric Greek: a

typological account*

Abstract

The difference between the aorist subjunctive dedpresent imperative in negative directives in
ancient Greek has previously been described inyaspectual terms. In this paper | argue that the
change of mood is also significant. A typologicablysis of several languages has indicated a
distinction between two different types of negatilmective construction, termed ‘preventive’ and
‘prohibitive’. Although it will be shown that anyoaclusions about the ancient Greek data are
difficult on semantic grounds alone, semantic asialpf the Homeric data does suggest that the
two moods could be explained in this way. Furtheenthe ratio of present imperative to aorist
subjunctive in the Homeric poems, which would otfiee be rather surprising, matches that found
in languages where this distinction is found.

1 Introduction

As is well known, the paradigm in grammar booksdoectives in ancient Greek is asymmetric.
While the present and aorist imperative are foumthé positive construction, in the negative the

aorist subjunctive is found instead of the impeeati

Positive Negative
present imperative ur) + present imperative
aorist imperative ur) + aorist subjunctive

Several explanations for this phenomenon have paeforward. However, | will argue that none
of them satisfactorily explain why the subjunctsleould be found here. It is therefore interesting

to find that in certain languages two differentdgpof negative directive construction have been

! This is an extended version of the treatment efstibject in my bookhe Moods of Homeric Greg007. Thanks
are due to the audience at tiid Incontro Internazionale di Linguistica Greca Cagliari, September 2007; their

comments have improved the paper.



distinguished. If these two were also distinguisimedncient Greek it would better explain why the
two different moods are found.

A semantic analysis of the Homeric data will shbattat this stage of the language the two moods
do correspond with the distinction noted in theeottanguages. The difficulty of concluding
anything from such a semantic analysis is howeu#e glear. It is therefore interesting to notet tha
there is a more objective reason to consider thmeétlic data in a similar way: the distribution of
the two moods. The preponderance of present inmipesais startling, and surely requires some
explanation.

2 Previousexplanations

Previous explanations for this phenomenon haveearghat the two aspects in the negative
construction must have developed at different tirkes example, Chantraine (1948: §340) claims
that the aorist developed first, at which time ¢heould have been a restriction against the use of
imperatives in negative directives. By the time flnesent construction developed, the restriction
would no longer have been operational. He clairasttie reason for this development was that the
presenkconviendrait mieux a I'ordre qu’'a la défemnse

However, this claim is not supported by cross-liatjc or even internal Greek evidence. In the
Slavic languages, the branch of Indo-European dpmart Greek where aspect is most entrenched,
it is perfective negative directives which are eguslawski 1985: 225). In Homeric Greek, the
present imperative is used much more commonly gatiee directives than the aorist subjunctive
(Stephens 1983). If there ever was a preferenceddective negative directives in Greek, it has
apparently been completely reversed by the tinéaoher.

Monro (1891: 8328) similarly argues that the acsisbjunctive is the older form. In Vedic,am

(cognate with Greeki) is found with the ‘injunctive’. The situation iRroto-Indo-European is

thought therefore to have been the same (Sihleb:18916). Monro claims that the injunctive
would originally have been replaced by the subjwectboth present and aorist, and only later by

the imperative. Because of the rarity of the adngterative, and what he describes as the ‘late



origin’ of the forms of the weak aorist imperativeGreek, he concludes that, at the time of the
replacement of the subjunctive by the imperatikieré¢ was no aorist imperative form in existence.
However, the claim that the weak aorist endingsGireek are recent does not explain why
imperatives were not formed to strong aorist rosits;e these use the same endings as the present
imperative. Furthermore, the claim is not provetg brigin is merely ‘obscure’ (Sihler 1995:
§547.5).

Finally, no explanation is given for why the pres@anperative should ever have replaced the
present subjunctive. Two waves of development aiggested when even one is difficult to
explain.

Stephens (1983: 75) has analysed metrical evideseh indeed suggests that there were two
different waves of development in this constructiddowever, it suggests the opposite
development from that claimed by Chantraine and fdowhile all the present imperative forms
are metrically secure, the aorist subjunctivesahnays metrically equivalent to injunctive forms.
This suggests that the replacement of the aojistdtive took place during the composition of the
poem, while the replacement of the present injuaatias completed beforehand.

Although this metrical evidence is interestingsiill does not explain why we find the aorist
subjunctive in this construction. The previous erpltions assume that the aorist subjunctive is
merely the aorist equivalent of the present impezain this construction. This has not to my
knowledge been disputed. Indeed, in one of the masnt discussions of this construction,
McKay (1986: 44, fn. 13) explicitly denies the siigance of the difference in mood in Classical
Greek: «The substitution of subjunctive for imperative imcagent prohibitions does not affect the
aspectual questionas does Goodwin (1889: §258)he distinction of tensesic] here is solely the
ordinary distinction between the present and aansthas no reference to the moods

The aorist subjunctive is therefore seen as juBing a hole’ in the paradigm. But such a
description does not explain why it was specificttie subjunctive that was used here. If there was
some reason against using the aorist imperative, ls¢her forms existed which could have been
used instead. The aorist infinitive is often uséthwnperative meaning in Homer, and sometimes

later (Goodwin 1889: §784). For example:



1) 0 4.408 &vOa o' éywv ayaryoboa &' ot patvopévndy
ebvaow €Eelng ov ' &V kplvaoBat étaipoug
TQElS, of ToL apdt viuotv EVooéApOLoLY dQLoToL.
| will take you there as soon as dawn appearsJangiou in a row. But

you, choose three of your companions, those youwsiden the best in

your well-benched ships.

Syntactically, there is also reason to believe thatsubjunctive is in some way different from the

imperative. The subjunctive witlir) develops a subordinate use. For example:

(2) 110.348 el d' appe magadBainot mddeoowy,
atel gy Emi vijag &o 0TtoaTOPL TTEOTLELAELY,
Eyxet Emaloowyv, U mws MEOTL &A0TL AAVED).

If he outruns us, press him against the ship, afr@y his forces, and

rush at him with your spear so he can't escape tmattwn.

The imperative, on the other hand, is only verglsafound in subordinate constructions. Elmsley
(1825: commentary to line 543) has listed 12 exaspi ancient Greek, but they always appear to
be some kind of anacoluthon.

Furthermore, while the meaning of the constructitety be explained ‘componentially’ with the
imperative (EG + imperative), the subjunctive, which after alledonot express imperative

meaning in the second person withaut must be explained in a different way.

3 Thetypological perspective

Given the certain differences between the subjuaand imperative in this construction, and the
fact that previous explanations do not satisfalgt@xplain the use of two different moods in this

construction, it is interesting to note that otlerguages make a distinction between two different

types of negative directive construction. In Russi@leut, Tatar, Even and Armenian, scholars



have distinguished what are termed ‘preventiveimfrprohibitive’ constructions (see Xrakovskij
2001).

According to the basic definition of these categerithe ‘prohibitive’ is used to prohibit
controllable actions (eg. ‘don’t paint’, ‘don’t read’) while ¢h‘preventive’ is used to prevent
uncontrollableactions (eg. ‘don’t break the glass’, ‘don’t falBirjulin & Xrakovskij 2001: 34). It

is important to note that the definition of ‘coritable actions’ is not intrinsic to the particulaerb.

For example, with the verb ‘wake’, one might set deliberately to wake a baby, in which case if
someone wanted to stop you they would use the lpitodsi. Alternatively, you might be doing
something which could have the consequence of \gatie baby. To stop this, the preventive
would be used.

But there are examples of both preventive and pitive markers being found in the ‘wrong’
situation according to the basic definition. Howegtbkese exceptions have been shown to occur in
specific situations. For example, in Armenian, Kigeva (2001: 258) has observed that the
preventive may be used with controllable verbs antions or warnings (eg. sentence 3) and in

strong prohibitions (eg. sentence 4):

3) De zekucir te ith esarel,. Tes,
well, reportiMp:2sG, that what  d®RR2SG, ,. Mind,
¢xabes, ha... Taytep kbrnem

NEG.cheatsBJV.FUT:2SG(PREV), hey... At once COND.catchFUT:1SG

‘Come on, report what you've done. Mind you, dastieat frReV)...I'll catch you at once’

(4) Gna  ¢&Kvir, mincev Snik  cberes
go get.outMP:2SG, unless doggy COND:bring:FUT:2SG
ack’is;cerevas
NEG.show.onesel§BiV.2SG, »(PREV)

‘Get out of my sight and don’t show yoursetREV) unless you bring the doggy here’



Conversely, the prohibitive marker is found withcantrollable verbs in strong prescriptions to
keep situation under control (eg. sentence 5), tandorrect adverse emotions (eg. sentence 6)

(Kozintseva (2001: 256)):

(5) Eli cap'd mi korcu, ay ya

again  SizeROSL NEG loseiMP:2SG (PROHIB) hey buddy

‘Don’t you forget yourself again, buddy’

(6) Aranjin ban c¢ka, gluxn  &;cavum,,
particular thing NEG.bePRES3SG, head acheres3sG, ,,
kancni mi anhangstana
COND:passkFUT:3SG NEG WOTTY:IMP:2SG(PROHIB)

‘It's nothing, she’s only got a headache, it'll paBon't worry.’

This description of the preventive and prohibitimarkers in other languages may be summed up

in the following table:

basic exceptions

preventive uncontrollable cautions or warnings

strong prohibitions

prohibitive controllable correcting adverse emaogion

strong prescription to keep under contro

4  Semantic analysis

Given the existence of such a distinction, it Wil interesting to compare the ancient Greek data to
see whether they may be analysed in a similar ttaywever, several caveats must first be drawn.
Firstly, it has been observed that the distinctiomot always drawn in the same way in the
languages in which it has been observed. For exgnipé following sentence is from an Aleut

translation of the Bible (from the Russian):



@) TXidiX igatnas. Tga hamaan ngiin tunux-tagangis: gdtu-ysana-xtxichix
be afraidPREV:2PL
‘They were amazed. And he said to them “Do notrbazed . . . ™
(Mark 16:5, 6)
The original Russian uses the prohibitive markehjlevthe Aleut uses the preventive marker
(Golovko 2001: 311).
Secondly, many languages (including English) do grammatically mark the distinction. Just
because the distinction exists does not mean it beuthe way to explain the ancient Greek data.
Finally, it must be noted that the distinction iself not terribly clear-cut. The decision over
whether a particular action should be preventegrohibited appears to be rather subjective.
Different languages make different choices, andethis a degree of ‘overlap’ between the
definitions.
For example, it is difficult to pin down the difesice between the ‘strong prohibition’ (expressed
with the preventive), and the less strong protohitof ‘controllable’ verbs (expressed with the
prohibitive), or between the correction of advess®tions (expressed with the prohibitive) and the
prevention of ‘uncontrollable’ emotions (expresssith the preventive). Indeed, deciding on
whether a particular action is really controllabtenot surely depends on complicated factors such
as the relationship between speaker and addresdeehat might be termed the ‘discoure purpose’
of the sentence.
Bearing these caveats in mind, data from the sari¢age of the language to exhibit this
construction, namely the language of the Homeric @oems, thdliad and Odyssey may be
analysed semantically.
Of course, the Homeric data bring their own palicproblems for a semantic comparison with
the typological evidence noted above. There areraéwon-trivial problems attached to using the
Homeric language as a linguistic database at atlekkample, as ‘oral poetry’ it has been shown to
be ‘non-synchronic’ in nature. There is also a wide of formulas which may not follow the rules

of the ‘natural’ language. In general, it is impbss to ignore that the choice of a particular form



may be more due to metrical exigencies than angteise. (For further analysis of these problems,
see Willmott 2007: §1.2).

Specifically for this construction the Homeric dat#fers another problem, which is that there are
only 13 aorist subjunctives in negative directiwsall> Such a small data-set means that any
semantic conclusions drawn about the particulamgkas must be treated with caution: if we had
more evidence, we might come to different conclusiaVe will see later that the small number of
examples is possibly significant in understandimg tonstruction; nonetheless it is only troubling

from the point of view of a semantic analysis, @nfdirther conclusions were to be drawn in this

way a larger data-set would certainly be desirable.

Given all of these caveats, it is nonethelessdstarg that, in the Homeric epic poems at least, th

aorist subjunctive could be analysed as being septeze marker, while the present imperative

could be analysed as a prohibitive marker.

6 of the 13 examples of the aorist subjunctivedgative directives in Homer are found preventing
emotions. In Armenian, ‘emotive’ verbs would noriyabe prevented with the preventive, and

therefore appear to be seen as ‘uncontrollableZifiteeva (2001: 257). For example:

(8) 15.115 ) vov pot vepeonjoet', OAOpUTa doopat' €xovteg,
teloaoBat povov viog WOvT' €L vijag Axatv,
Now, dwellers of Olympus, do not be enraged if¢éage the death of my

son and set out against the ships of the Achaeans.

2 A further problem that will not be considered ket is that there are three apparent exceptiotieetgrammar-book
rule in the Homeric poems. Apparently, three adngieratives are found at 118.134, 14.410 and O&..Zhese forms
are in fact controversial: they have been discuaséehgth in Stephens 1983, and have been argusave been formed
on the analogy of a future formation. In any célse,existence of these anomalous forms does rexttdffe comparison
of the aorist subjunctive and present imperative.

3 See also 15.488, 19.33, 124.779, 103.55. All Hoimezxamples are taken from the most recent Oxfoabsital

Text. References consist of the line number aftftiald) or O Odyssey



In 115.115, the anger of the gods at Ares goinguenge his son is in fact unavoidable given that
Zeus has just ordered no immortal to be involvedhim battle. A preventive marker is entirely
expected in such a situation.

Those which are not found with verbs that may beugiit of as more ‘controllable’ may be
described as either cautions/warnings (eg. sen@nag strong prohibitions (eg. sentence 10), just

as the ‘preventive’ in Armenian (cf. p. 5 aboVe):

(©)] | 23.428 OTEWVWTIOC YO ODAG, Tdxa O' eboLTEQN TTageAdooar
Un s apdotégoug dnAnoeat dopatt kUQUAG.

The road is narrow here - soon it will be wider.mddarm us both by

crashing the chariot!

(10) 011.251 VOV ' €gxev TEOC dWHA, Kal loxeo pUnd' ovounvne:
avtag &yw ot eipt [Tooewdwv évooixBwv.
Go home now, and restrain yourself and don’t naree But know that |

am Poseidon, the Earth-Shaker

The overwhelming majority of the present imperatirethis construction (over 80%), on the other

hand, are found with controllable verbs:

4 The other examples of the aorist subjunctive whibave analysed as cautions, are those in 123a407124.568.
The other examples in strong prohibitions are 15,68.522, 015.263.

® See also 11.032, 11.131, 11.210, 11.277, 11.235363, 11.545, 11.550, 11.550, 12.165, 12.179, 81112.247, 13.064,
13.082, 13.414, 13.438, 14.184, 14.234, 14.509,2183, 15.252, 15.440, 15.889, 16.264, 16.360, 17.111.235, 17.279,
17.279, 18.244, 18.399, 19.612, 110.085, 110.24980.249, 110.447, 113.230, 115.093, 115.376, 115.446.666, 116.019,
117.031, 118.074, 118.126, 118.134, 118.178, 11&2919.155, 119.306, 119.306, 120.133, 120.197, .2800, 120.354,
120.376, 120.431, 121.095, 121.099, 121.099, 12D3422.038, 122.085, 122.185, 122.261, 122.339, .BA5, 123.443,
123.492, 123.735, 124.218, 124.218, 124.549, 1285%24.560, 124.778, 01.315, 03.313, 03.096, 04.328.543,
04.594, 07.031, 07.031, 07.303, 08.350, 08.548,4570) 010.489, 010.548, 011.339, 011.339, 011.835,488,
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(11)

11.275

U1 te oL TOVO' ayaBog TeQ Ewv amoalgeo KovENV,
AAA" € (¢ ol pTa ddoAV YéQag vieg Axatwv:
And you, do not take the maiden, however imporyant are. Rather let

her be, as a prize which the sons of the Achagestgave to him.

Most of the exceptions to the above tendency amadaorrecting adverse emotions, just like the

prohibitive markers above (see p. 6). For exarfiple:

(12)

116.22

® Axuhed, TInhijoc vig, péya @éotot Axoudv,
un veuéoa: totov Yoo dxog pefinrev Ayorovs.
Achilles, son of Peleus, greatest of the Achaedos;t be angry - the

Achaeans have suffered such distress.

There are also a few examples which could be destras strong prescriptions to control the

situation’

(13)

1 5.249

AAN dye O yolodued’ @’ tnmwyv, undé not ot
00ve 1 mEopdymy, u T pihov NTop dAEoomC.
Come on, let’s give ground on the horses, don’erag at the front, or

you will no doubt lose your life!

Each of the examples | have given for this categlooyvever, is again dealing with emotions, and

so therefore could fit into the previous category.

014.387, 014.387, 015.199, 016.168, 017.046, O67.047.393, 017.401, 018.020, 018.171, 018.173, 1083

018.416, 019.042, 019.116, 019.584, 020.314, 020.621.111, 021.111, 021.310, 022.251, 022.349,.3582

022.411, 022.431, 023.059, 023.365, 023.365, 024 024.248.

® See also 15.830, 16.486, 110.069, 110.145, 120,386.288, 121.288, 124.065, 124.171, 05.160, 05,2(07.050,

011.486, 014.168, 018.062, 023.209, 023.213, 033.21

" See also 123.735, 19.600, 019.263.
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It should be noted, however, that there would re#dnto be examples which fit into all of the
categories distinguished in the Armenian or otheglages for there to be a correlation between
the Homeric data and the preventive and prohibdigénction. It is sufficiently interesting to reot
that the majority of both the aorist subjunctived gsresent imperatives in this construction are
comparable to preventive and prohibitive markers.

However, it could well be argued that this compariss based on too subjective a methodology.
Given the difficulty of ascertaining whether centamctions are really ‘controllable’ or
‘uncontrollable’, and given that there is ratheraerlap between the two categories where they
are grammatically distinguished, it could be saat it would be all too easy to describe the aricien
Greek data in a similar way. The inconclusivendss semantic analysis is particularly marked for
the Homeric data, where there are so few examplg®@orist subjunctive.

5 Distribution

The small number of examples of the aorist subjuads in fact striking given the total number of
examples of this contruction. Out of 167 examplethe second-person negative directive, only 13
of them are in the aorist subjunctive, while thst r@re in the present imperative, therefore under
10% of the total. Such a skewing of aspect is ueetqd in comparison with the positive
construction. Stephens (1983: 69) claims that hées,aorist makes up 45.95%. In general, the
aorist subjunctive is more commonly found than phesent in Homer. In my analysis of all the
subjunctives in Homer, | found 269 subjunctivestli® Homeric poems, of which 185 were
certainly aorist, and 63 certainly present, whekb8.77% to 23.42%. The skewing of aspect in this
construction certainly needs some explanation.

It is therefore interesting to note that, in langes with a prohibitive and preventive distinction a
similar skewing is observed. For example, one Rwmssiovel (Goncharov's Oblomov) had 126
negative directives, of which 114 (90%) were prdahib and only 12 preventive (10%). In a
selection of Armenian texts, the percentages w8% @rohibitive vs. 21% preventive (Kozintseva

2001: 259). These are similar ratios to that ndtibetween the aorist subjunctive and present
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imperative in Homeric Greek. This comparison themefappears to be more ‘objective’, and
supports the semantic analysis made above.

In order to investigate whether this distinctiomgigts in later Greek, further analysis would need
to be carried out. However, a consideration of distributional evidence suggests that such an
analysis might be fruitless. Stephens (1983: 68 sthat the aorist is found 43.75% of the time in
negative directives in the Attic orators, compated45.32% in the positive construction. The
evidence from the distribution would suggest tleaen if there was something which could be
called ‘preventive’ in Homeric Greek, it no longexisted by the time of the Attic orators.

6 Further thoughts

The semantic and distributional evidence suggest ith the negative directive construction in
Homer, it might be correct to describe the aorigbjenctive as preventive and the present
imperative as prohibitive. But this conclusion esiseveral questions for an understanding of the
ancient Greek data.

Firstly, this claim does not explain why we do rotd the aorist imperative or the present
subjunctive. After all, if there are two distingfpes of negative directive construction we might
expect to find an aspectual distinction in bothe Bvidence from Russian suggests that this is not
of itself problematic, because the meanings apfmeae connected with aspectual distinction. In
that language, the ‘prohibitive’ is marked by theperfective imperative, while the ‘preventive’ is
marked by the perfective imperative (Golovko 208083-9).

Indeed, further evidence from ancient Greek app®acsnfirm that the meaning is connected with
aspect: certainly there is similar ‘aspectual skgwin other negative directive constructions. For
example, in the third person negative constructiba,aorist is found in 6.97% of the examples,
while in the positive it makes up 37.35%. Similanlyhen the imperative is used as infinitive, in
the negative construction 13.04% are aorist, in pamson with 44.89% in the positive
construction.

However, this evidence suggests that we are agelking an explanation for why there is a change

in the mood. After all, if the skewing of aspecttire infinitive construction may be explained as
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due to the prohibitive/preventive distinction, thabuld suggest that the distinction could be
marked merely by a change in aspect, just asfactrdone in Russian.

Nonetheless, the suggestion that there is a catigtimction in meaning could help to explain the
the use of two different moods, particularly in donation with the observations that the two
moods developed at different times (see p. 3). Asiidy comparable situation is found in
Armenian, where the preventive is marked by thertitsubjunctive, and the prohibitive by the
imperative (Kozintseva 2001: 256).

A further question concerns the original systermfiwhich such a language situation developed
from. It is claimed, on the basis of the Vedic evide, that in Proto-Indo-European the injunctive
would have been used in this construction. My chaiior ancient Greek raise the question of
whether there was a preventive category in Prado-lBuropean, and if so, how it was expressed.
However, such a question is of course not to bavaresl on the basis of the ancient Greek data
alone. And in Vedic Sanskrit a very different distition occurs from that noted in ancient Greek.
There, 88.1% of negative directives with the infiseare aorist. This compares with the positive,
where only 6.23% of the imperatives are aoristf{ls¢@s 1983: 69). This suggests that one of the
two languages has innovated significantly from plagent language. The analysis of the ancient
Greek data therefore does not necessarily haveféant on claims about the proto-language.

7 Conclusion

Although the analysis of the data which | have psgal has these few ‘loose ends’, | hope to have
shown that the asymmetric pattern in the negatirective construction in ancient Greek deserves
attention. The ratio of the aorist subjunctive he present imperative in the Homeric data is also
problematic.

Both may be explained by claiming that the aoridbjgnctive is ‘preventive’ and the present
imperative is ‘prohibitive’, using definitions esleshed from the typological comparison of several
languages. Although these two categories are ndtaps very clearly distinguishable at the
semantic level, so that any comparison made onypssmantic grounds will not be conclusive,

the distributional parallel between these languagesthe Homeric data is striking.
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