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1. Introduction

The aim of this paper is to defend the ostensible oxymoron of a
title attributing logic to Greek aspect: it will be argued that even
though it is not at all obvious to either native or non-native
speakers, this logic exists and can be revealed provided the factors
that cloud the issue are removed. It will show that many of the
difficulties faced by grammarians, linguists and non-native
learners alike are due to the lack of a clear distinction of the gram-
matical categories involved.

The expression of time through the verb has been an object of
study since the first grammars appeared. The western tradition,
however, did not distinguish between what are now called tense
and aspect until the middle of the nineteenth century. Even after
the discovery that the category which figured so prominently in
the Slavic languages played an equally important role in Greek
and even after the accumulation of a massive amount of relevant
studies, there is little consensus on its nature.! A comparison of
studies with contradictory results often reveals that their authors
have a different understanding of aspect. This lack of consensus
may be part of the reason why it was not included in grammars
until the middle of the twentieth century, while the first Greek
school grammars to mention it appeared only very recently.

From the point of view of linguists, one positive result of this
omission is that native speakers, being unaware of its existence,

1 Binnick (1991) provides a clear picture of the variety of analyses and
theoretical concepts.
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have no preconceived ideas about aspect. Although — or perhaps
because — there was never any normative interference, native
speakers display practically no variation either in their use of
aspect or in their grammaticality judgements.

The discussion which follows will attempt to clarify the
differences between aspect and tense, as well as between aspect
and Aktionsart, and reveal their points of convergence, based on
the concepts of subjectivity and telicity. The insights gained
through the theoretical analysis could have an indirect but positive
effect on the teaching and hence the acquisition of Greek as a
second language; the use of aspect is one of the most frequently
quoted problems for non-native speakers. As Mackridge (1985:
102) puts it, “aspect is probably the most difficult concept for the
learner of MG to master, and even those non-native speakers who
can speak MG almost perfectly are often given away as foreigners
by their mistakes in aspect”.

2. Time

Time is a vital concept, not only in recent years, when it has
become a valuable commodity, to be measured and allotted with
precision to different tasks and priced accordingly, but throughout
human history. It is important, however, to stress that it is just
that: a concept. There is no concrete physical entity to which it
corresponds, such as there is for the concept of space, for
instance.?

Two sources of human experience contribute to our under-
standing of time. Life and its inevitable progression from birth to
death provides us with a linear concept of time: we usually
perceive it as a line extending infinitely towards the past and the
future with the present at its centre:

2 These remarks relate exclusively to time as it is conceptualized and
linguistically expressed by humans. This concept does not correspond to
real time as understood in modern physics; suffice it to say that move-
ment, which is so prominent in our conceptualization of time, is absent

from the physical entity. For an extensive discussion see Jaszczolt 2009:
1-31.
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Figure 1: The axis of time

A less obvious but more primitive source for our concept of
time is the regular repetition of certain phenomena (the cycles of
day and night, the succession of the seasons etc.). We become
aware of these long before we become aware of life and death,
and they give us a sense of time moving in circles, repeated at
regular intervals. This cyclical perception is reinforced by our
sense of rhythm, which has its source in our earliest experiences:
hearing our mother’s and later feeling our own heartbeat.

All languages express time in their vocabulary, with
expressions ranging from the vaguest (e.g. in the past), through
fairly precise ones, (e.g. last year or yesterday), to the most
precise (e.g. 3 nanoseconds before the explosion). Many do so in
their grammar as well, mostly through the verb. Grammatical
expression usually involves the linear concept of time.3

3. Tense
Tense, the “grammaticalised expression of location in time”
(Comrie 1985: 9), places events along the time axis, usually in
respect to the present, i.e. the “now” of the speaker.

Tense is a deictic category and is therefore always defined in
relation to something else; nevertheless, the term absolute tense is
used when the point of reference is the present:

¥TEG mHya 010 H€0TPO
“last night I went to the theatre” (past)

The term relative tense is reserved for time specified in respect to
another event.

3 There is some discussion in the literature on whether there are lan-
guages which code grammatically a cyclical rather than a linear con-
ception of time; for an overview see Comrie 1985: 4-5.
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TEPRATOVCE/TEPTATAEY OO TEPTATNCEL TPAYOVIDOVTAS
“she walked/walks/will walk singing” (simultaneity)

The term absolute-relative tense is used when this second event is
placed in respect to the speaker's present.

otav EQTaceE eiyay piyel
“when he arrived they had left” (anteriority in the past)

The following table summarizes the means Greek has at its dis-
posal for expressing temporal location:

absolute absolute-relative: | relative:
anteriority simultaneity/anteriority
[simple tenses] [perfect tenses] [converbs]4
Present | Imperfective (Enestotas) Present
péxw Abvovrag
Perfective® *Present Perfect®
péle Eyo pélet
Past Imperfective (Paratatikos)
érpeya
Perfective (Aorist) Past Perfect Perfect
éppela eiya pédet Eyovrag Avoer
Future | Imperfective
Ba tpéyw
Perfective Future Perfect
Oa pélw Ba éxyw tpéter

Table 1: Tense and the Greek verb

4 Usually referred to as “participles” or “gerunds”, but more accurately
termed “converbs” or “verbal adverbs” (cf. Moser 2006).

5 It is a matter of controversy in the literature whether this perfective
form, always preceded by some kind of marker, is a (present) tense or
not (cf.. for example, Holton, Mackridge and Philippaki-Warburton
1997, Klairis, Babiniotis et al. 2005).

6 This is perhaps the most controversial part of this categorization. There
is no doubt that the past and future perfect are tenses denoting anteriority
in the past and the future respectively, but the idea that the present
perfect does the same in the present is only argued in Moser (2003) and
Moser and Bella (2003), on the basis of diachronic and synchronic data
and using the concept of the present sphere as developed by Declerck
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Tense is a very flexible category. It can be and is used to ex-
press all kinds of modality, such as the speaker’s judgement of the
truth of an utterance or of the degree of likelihood of a hypothesis,
or the speaker’s wishes, as well as politeness. It is a fascinating
process, based mainly on metaphorical uses of temporal distance,
which however is beyond the scope of this paper.”

4. Aspect

Aspect is concerned with the infernal temporal constituency of
situations, irrespective of their position on the time axis. This is
the only point on which there is no controversy in the vast
literature on the subject. One of the recurring issues is the
necessity and indeed the possibility of drawing a distinction
between a lexical and a grammatical category concerning the
internal temporal constituency of situations.

It is my belief that the distinction is not only possible and
useful, but necessary for an adequate analysis, since, as will be
shown in section 6, the two categories interact in a systematic
way.8

4.1 Aktionsart (lexical/situational aspect, actionality)

Situations, regardless of where they are placed on the time axis,
occupy a space, i.e. a chunk of time, often with internal structure;
hence they can be:

* durative (whether long- or short-lasting) or instantaneous
searching vs. finding

(1981). This runs counter to the widespread idea that the perfect is an
aspectual category, but it is compatible with Veloudis’s (2003) analysis
of the Greek perfect as denoting the notion of “givenness” in conver-
sation.

7 Fleischman (1989) gives a comprehensive account of the metaphorical
uses of temporal distance; for a thorough discussion of non-temporal
uses of tenses in Greek see Bella 2005.

8 Very different views are held by proponents of both Formal Semantics
(e.g. Verkuyl 1994, 1999) and Cognitive Linguistics (e.g. Langacker
1990, 2006 and Nikiforidou 2004 with respect to Greek).
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* continuous or intermittent
a continuously ringing bell vs. a bell that rings every five
seconds

* homogeneous or consisting of clearly discernible phases
walking on a treadmill for exercise vs. walking from home
to work

¢ including an end point or open-ended
painting a portrait vs. being a painter by profession

Of the various categorizations available in the literature, starting
with the distinctions drawn by Aristotle in Metaphysics and De
Anima, the most widely used is the one by Vendler (1967). Table
2 outlines the criteria on which it is based, namely telicity or
terminativity (the inclusion of an end-point in the meaning of the
verb) and divisibility into phases:

[-PHASES] [+PHASES]
[-TELIC] STATES ACTIVITIES
sleep run
love paint
be alive search
[+TELIC] ACHIEVEMENTS | ACCOMPLISHMENTS
die run a mile
find paint a portrait
recognize read a book

Table 2: Vendler’s categorization

Mourelatos’s (1978) hierarchical categorization® ends up with the
same four categories (Vendler’s corresponding terms are provided
in brackets).

9 Mourelatos captures the strong intuition that the stative-non-stative
opposition is more basic (see e.g. Dahl 1985: 28-9). He also associates
verbal aspect with the noun feature of quantity, as does Verkuyl (e.g.
1993, 1999). Sasse (1991) adds a fifth category, that of inchoative
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situations

T

states occurrences

T

processes events

(activities) /\

developments punctual occurrences
(accomplishments) (achievements)

Figure 2: Mourelatos’s categorization

The crucial fact about Aktionsart in respect to the matters at hand
is that it is part of the inherent meaning of verbs, in other words an
objective feature of the situations denoted by verbs.

4.2 Aspect (grammatical/viewpoint aspect)
Aspect, as understood here, is subjective, a matter of the speaker’s
choice.!0 It must be emphasized that this is not an uncontroversial
view; in fact, even theoreticians who believe in the necessity of
the aspect-Aktionsart distinction do not necessarily see subject-
ivity as their distinguishing feature (see e.g. Bache 1982).

Comrie (1976: 3) has supplied what is now considered the
classic definition of aspect. Even though he himself does not place

statives, i.e. stative verbs whose perfective forms mark the entry into the
state (e.g. ayamwovoa “1 loved” — aydanoa “I fell in love™). While this
group of verbs is particularly important for Greek, the event structure of
inchoatives classifies them as achievements or accomplishments.

10 Subjectivity is understood here in a way that is more similar to the
usual meaning of the word rather than in the more technical sense of
either Langacker (1990, 2006) or Traugott (2010). Aspect is seen here as
subjective in the sense that it furnishes the speaker with a choice which
does not affect the propositional content of the sentence (Moser, forth-
coming).




56 Amalia Moser

much emphasis on the distinction of the grammatical and the
lexical category, subjectivity surfaces in this definition:

Aspects are different ways of viewing the internal temporal
constituency of a situation.

The description of the two subdivisions of aspect, the perfective
and the imperfective (ibid.: 4), leaves no doubt as to the subjective
character of the entire category:

Another way of explaining the difference between perfective
and imperfective meaning is to say that the perfective looks at
the situation from outside, without necessarily distinguishing
any of the internal structure of the situation, whereas the
imperfective looks at the situation from inside, and as such is
crucially concerned with the internal structure of the situation.

The perfective and the imperfective are expressed in Greek by
the two stems of the verb, aorist (simple past) and present
respectively.!!

aspect

T

perfective imperfective
[+PERFECTIVE] [-PERFECTIVE]

v v

aorist stem present stem

Figure 3: The basic aspectual opposition in Greek

Every form of the verb is marked for aspect. Binary pairs exist
for both the past and the future, as well as for the subjunctive and

1T Ancient Greek had three stems; the perfect stem was finally lost after
the Koine period. Its loss is one of the main arguments in support of the
claim in Moser (2008) that the Modern Greek perfect is a tense rather
than an aspect and that the entire system has shifted from the expression
of Aktionsart to that of aspect.
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the imperative. Only the present is formed uniquely in the imper-
fective, although several analyses oppose it to the “dependent”
perfective form, as shown in Table 1 above.

Comrie’s (1976: 17) examples from both French and Classical
Greek, which happens to be virtually identical to its Modern
Greek equivalent, show clearly that the aspectual difference does
not express any objective difference in the situation, but rather
presents a different aspect, due to the different point of view (or
vantage point) adopted by the speaker:

1) ePoocireve déka étn — (la) ePociievos déxa £

“He reignedpperrecrive; for ten years™
(2) il régnait trente ans — (2a) il régna trente ans
“He reignedppprrecmive for 30 years”
(3 - T éxaveg ytes;
“What did you do yesterday?”
(3a) — Eypagpa pio avagopd
“I wrote(prrrecTIvE] @ report”
(Bb) — Eypawa pio avopopd
“I wrotep:pgrrecTivE) @ report”

There is undoubtedly a subtle difference in meaning in each
version in both languages.!? This difference, however, concerns
the implicatures that arise and not the essential, truth-conditionally
determined meaning of the statement. Thus, the imperfective
versions would be more likely to be used by a speaker who would
want to stress the long duration and/or the tediousness of the
situation. But long or short duration, instantaneity, completion and
non-completion are mere implicatures, i.e. inferences arising from
the context and cancellable by it (Comrie 1976: 16-24). Thus,
while (3b) strongly suggests that the report is finished at the time
of utterance, the implicature can easily be cancelled, e.g. through
the addition of something like “I wrotepprrrecive; @ report for a

12 There is also a difference between the two languages. French has
virtually abolished the Passé Simple (perfective past) and replaced it, at
least in spoken language, by the Passé Composé, which now functions
both as a perfective past and a perfect.
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while, but I found I could not concentrate properly, so I gave up.
Il finish it tonight.”

The description of aspect so far shows that it is indeed
subjective in the sense that it is a matter of choice on the part of
the speaker, rather than being determined by the situation referred
to. The literature on aspect, however, includes several different
views. These are based on the universally acknowledged further
subdivisions of aspect, which are shown in Figure 4, taken from
Comrie (1976: 26).

aspect

T

perfective imperfective
[+PERFECTIVE] [-PERFECTIVE]

T

habitual continuous

T

progressive non-progressive
[+PROGRESSIVE] [-PROGRESSIVE]

Figure 4: Classification of aspectual oppositions

Greek marks morphologically only the basic [PERFECTIVE]
opposition, but all other distinctions are semantically viable.

Bache (1982 and several other works) rightly points out that
the only truly subjective subdivision is the first one, i.e. the
[£PERFECTIVE] opposition. This is a very astute insight; while
Bache’s solution is a different definition of aspect, however, the
solution proposed here is a re-categorization of the habitual and
the progressive.

The discussion will start with the [+PROGRESSIVE] dis-
tinction, which is frequently equated to the [+PERFECTIVE] one,
causing serious difficulties in second/foreign language acquisition.
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Greek learners of English and English learners of Greek, for
instance, tend to treat the imperfect and the past progressive on
the one hand and the aorist and the simple past on the other as
equivalent, with the result that they often produce unacceptable
utterances, such as (4) and (5):

(4) *For as long as we were going to school, we were waking up at
6:30 every day
“Ooo mnyaivapsperrecrive) 610 oXoAelo, EurVOVCOpUE pERFECTIVE]
otg 6.30 xdOe pépa”

() *To kohokaipt THYOperrecTIVE) KAOE HEPOL Y10 PTEVIO
“In the summer I went swimming every day”

The progressive, just as the imperfective, is defined as paying
attention to the internal temporal constituency of the situation.
Their crucial differences are that the progressive (a) cannot be
used as a habitual and (b) is linked to the type of situation, i.e. to
Aktionsart. As Comrie (1976: 35) puts it, “we can give the general
definition of progressiveness as the combination of progressive
meaning and non-stative meaning.” It might be added that punc-
tual situations (achievements) are equally incompatible with the
progressive (¥ am finding my pen), thus confining its use to verbs
with discernible phases. What this means is that, while for most
situations there is a choice between progressive and non-
progressive, there are limitations imposed by the objective tem-
poral constituency of the situation; therefore, the progressive is
not entirely subjective.

These rules can be and often are disregarded. The achieve-
ment verb “die”, for instance, can be used in the progressive (be
dying); however, in these cases the verb takes on a different
meaning, comprising the process that leads up to the death and
therefore effectively changing category and becoming an
accomplishment.

States can also be flexible, without even involving a change in
Aktionsart, but again there are subtle differences of meaning
between utterances such as

(6) Oh,Ilove this!
(7) Oh, I am loving this!
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Such uses, however, are in defiance of the rules, which they
deliberately break in order to create an effect; this is a widespread
practice of the speakers of any language and one that often leads
to change. For the moment the English progressive, while un-
doubtedly aspectual, since it offers the speakers a choice in most
cases, is not fully subjective. If the choice spreads to all types of
Aktionsart it will become a continuous imperfective; at the current
point in the history of the language the opposition holds between
the progressive and all other types of aspect (non-progressive
continuous, habitual and perfective), all of which are expressed by
the non-progressive forms of the verb.

The habitual is used for situations which are repeated
regularly, since, as Comrie (1976: 26-30) points out, simple repe-
tition is not merely insufficient, but in fact rules out the habitual.!3
This is certainly true of Greek, where the imperfective is com-
pletely unacceptable in such contexts; compare (8) and (9) below:

(8 IIépvot to koAoKOipl TNYOpErrecTIVE] /¥ TYOUVOL pERFECTIVE]
30 gopég yio pravio
“Last summer I went swimming 30 times”

©) IIépvot to xahokaipt *TRyo/nfyovo kdle uépa 1o umndvio
“Last summer I went (used to go) swimming every day”

What emerges from this discussion is that habituality is tied
up with the objective nature of situations. In Greek, where the
habitual is expressed by the imperfective, there is no choice
whatsoever on the part of the speaker, since the imperfective is
compulsory when there is objective habituality and impossible in
cases of simple iterativity. English does offer a choice, but on a
different level; the aspectual opposition between the progressive
and the non-progressive means that the latter covers part of the
continuous, the habitual and the perfective. It is only in the past
that the language has at its disposal a specifically habitual form,

13 Comrie (ibid.) also points out that repetition is not even a necessary
condition; this is undoubtedly true of the English “used to” construction
(cf. sentences such as This road used to be so quiet), but it seems to be
the result of an extension of its use rather than an inherent dimension of
the habitual meaning.
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and even there this form has been extended to cover continuous
uses as well. In effect, therefore, the choice is between two imper-
fective alternatives, the “used to” habitual providing the explicit
information that the non-progressive form is not a perfective. The
fact remains that habituality is an objective feature of situations
and therefore, under the definition adopted here, not an aspectual
category at all. It could be said that habituality embodies the
cyclical conception of time mentioned in Section 2.

It should be pointed out, nevertheless, that, while several
languages have a separate habitual form, it is very common for
habituality to be expressed via the imperfective. The explanation
is simple: the event structure of situations which consist of clearly
discernible phases (activities and accomplishments) can find an
easy parallel in a series of identical situations repeated at regular
intervals. It is easy for the phases of a situation to be visualized as
separate events. Given that the imperfective is normally used
when the speaker wishes to stress this type of internal temporal
consistency, it is a small cognitive step that leads to its use as an
expression of habituality.

% %k 3k

The discussion so far indicates that, if aspect is understood as the
grammatical expression of the [+PERFECTIVE] opposition, it can
be distinguished from the category of Aktionsart on the basis of a
binary feature [=SUBJECTIVITY]. A continuum could be postu-
lated, in which Aktionsart would occupy the [-SUBJECTIVE] and
aspect the [+SUBJECTIVE] end (Figure 5). The habitual and the
progressive would then be intermediate categories, dependent on
the objective nature of situations.




62 Amalia Moser

[-SUBJECTIVE] [+SUBJECTIVE]

habitual progressive
(o] Q

(o]

Aktionsart aspect

Figure 5: The Aktionsart-aspect continuum

All this leads to the conclusion that, with the exception of habitual
situations, which demand the imperfective, the choice between the
two aspects is free in Greek.

Nevertheless, according to grammars, teaching manuals and
theoretical analyses, several restrictions seem to apply. The next
section will look at precisely these restrictions, which, if real, pose
serious problems for the subjectivity-based analysis proposed
here.

5. Restrictions on the choice of aspect

5.1 Some gaps and other strange things in the verbal system

The first restriction arises from the fact that a small number of
verbs do not have perfective forms. It is no coincidence that all
these verbs denote states (§yw “have”, &pw “know”, ogeilw,
xpwotem “owe” etc.); the lack of lexical telicity (see Section 6) is
what allows the absence of perfective forms. Since this
asymmetry runs counter to the general tendency of the verbal
system, suppletion or periphrasis step in to provide the lacking
perfective (amoxtad “acquire”, poabaivw “learn”, Jnuiovpyd
opetdéc/ypén “incur debts” etc.).

It follows, then, that the lack of perfective forms does not
entail a lack of aspectual choice; it simply means that the perfect-
ive, since it is not morphologically available, has to be expressed
in a different manner.

Interestingly, among the large number of state verbs that do
have perfective forms many allow two different interpretations:
they can either function as true perfectives (looking at the situ-
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ation as a whole, ignoring its internal structure) or they can
function as inchoatives, signalling the entry into the state:

(10) Kownbnxov tpelg dpeg
“they slept for three hours”

(11) Koymbnxoav o115 tpeig
“they slept (= fell asleep) at three” (inchoative)

(perfective)

Again, this does not prove a lack of choice; the possibility of
using either aspect is maintained (10 can also be expressed with
the imperfective xoiudvrovoav) but the perfective can also take on
another meaning, effectively changing the Aktionsart of the verb
by turning the state into an achievement.!4

5.2 Adverbials

A more convincing set of restrictions concerns the incompatibility
of many adverbials with one of the two aspects. It is very true that
adverbials such as the ones in the left column of Table 3 combine
only with the imperfective aspect, while those in the right column
combine only with the perfective.

adverbials + imperfective adverbials + perfective

oovyva “often”, covnfmg “usually”,
whvto/ndvrote “always”, ndte-
note “now and then”, actapdrrta

[134

incessantly”, kGfe ppddv “every

dvo, tpelg, TE0TEPLS Popig “twice,
three, four times”, exavetAnpuévog
“repeatedly”, Eagpvikd “suddenly”,
noALg “as soon as”, Eavd “again”

evening”, 6mote “whenever” etc. | etc.

Table 3: Adverbials allowing only one of the aspects

It is also true, however, that adverbials themselves are a
matter of choice. In normal usage, speakers do not build their
sentences around an adverb; they choose their vantage point and
then choose all the lexical items and grammatical constructions
accordingly.

14 1n Moser 2008 it is argued that both these phenomena are remnants of
earlier phases of the language, when the morphology expressed Aktions-
art rather than aspect.
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It should be added that all those which are incompatible with
the perfective have a habitual meaning, which, as argued in 3.2, is
imposed by the objective temporal structure of the situation. The
adverbials on the right-hand side, on the other hand, can combine
with the imperfective if the context allows a habitual meaning; in
fact, their combination with the habitual imposes a habitual
reading.

5.3 Verb complements

Verbal complements of the verb — mostly sentential in Greek,
given the lack of infinitives — constitute one of the most problem-
atic issues related to aspect, both for theoretical analyses and for
learners. This is the domain where even the most accomplished
non-native speaker is bound to be revealed sooner or later. Native
speakers, who, unexpectedly, never disagree on their judgements
on the grammaticality of this type of structure, are at a loss to give
an explanation of why, for example, (12) is grammatical and (13)
is not.

(12) Iponypbw vo S0PAl@perrecTivey Blodoyio ondé 10 vo
Jovieb® 610 £0TIOTOPLO
“I prefer reading biology to working at the restaurant”

(13) *@&hm vo omovdaloyperrecTivy; Blodoyia
“I want to study biology”

The explanation lies in telicity as defined in section 6 below.
Lexical telicity or perfectivity (i.e. lexical or grammatical telicity;
see Table 4) in the matrix clause entails perfectivity in the
complement.

(14) Hpoondbnoa va Sofdon/*sufdle v «Avva Kapivivar
ot0 Pooikd, ahAd dev To katdoepa
“I tried to read Anna Karenina in Russian, but I couldn’t”
(15) Amogdoioe vo tafdéyel yio £vo gpdvo mtpv midoel SovAeld,
“She decided to travel for a year before starting to work”

However, most atelic verbs (certainly activities, but also states)
tend to become telic when they acquire a complement, hence the
unacceptability of (13).
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The only exception is, predictably, habituality, which is
regularly expressed through the imperfective; in fact, an imper-
fective complement usually imposes a habitual reading and all the
imperfective sentences above would be acceptable if the context
allowed them to be interpreted as habituals:!3

(16) Mpoornadnoa va SwuPalo xade pépa dvo oerideg and v

«Avvo Kopévivay
“I tried to read two pages from Anna Karenina each day”

There are only a few verbs which only accept imperfective com-
plements: verbs of perception (“see”, “hear”, “feel”), because the
senses only perceive what is in the process of happening, verbs of
(permanent) knowledge or preferences (“know”, “like”) and
“aspectual” verbs (“begin”, “continue”, “finish”), because they
mark points along the development of a situation.

6. Aktionsart and aspect: affinity and interaction

The fact that Aktionsart and aspect were placed on a continuum in
4.3 above suggests that there is an affinity between them. This is
indeed the case, as they both pertain to the internal temporal
constituency of situations. Their common feature is [+TELICITY].
Telicity is understood here in a very abstract sense. In the case of
Aktionsart it corresponds to reality, since the telic categories
(accomplishments and achievements) contain an inherent end-
point. In the case of aspect, telicity, embodied in the perfective,
becomes entirely notional: independently of whether an end-point
exists in reality, a perfective view of a situation, i.e. the selection
of a vantage point affording a view of the situation as a whole,
entails positing some notional boundary. In other words, telicity is
objective in the case of Aktionsart and subjective in the case of
aspect.

15 Example (12) is one of the rare occasions when a non-habitual imper-
fective complement is appropriate; it suggests that the sentence is uttered
as a general statement, with the flavour of an “eternal truth”, which is
associated with both the present and the imperfective.
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[-SUBJECTIVE] [+SUBJECTIVE]
(Aktionsart) (aspect)
[+TELICITY] achievements perfective
accomplishments
[-TELICITY] states imperfective
activities

Table 4: Subjectivity and telicity in aspect and Aktionsart

It is cognitive affinity that allows the two categories to inter-
act. Greek has one of the most highly grammaticalized aspectual
systems: practically every verb in the language has both stems and
a full set of forms in two symmetrical voices. Nevertheless, subtle
differences in the meaning of the two aspects arise in combination
with the different types of Aktionsart.

The shared telicity makes the perfective combine without
difficulty with achievements and accomplishments, while atelicity
makes the combination of the imperfective with the remaining two
categories equally unproblematic.

It is the combination of atelic aspect and telic Aktionsart and
vice versa which might be expected to present difficulties. As was
seen in 5.1, however, the perfective is entirely compatible with
states (example 10); it merely assumes an additional function,
namely that of providing a corresponding inchoative predicate
(example 11).

The imperfective, on the other hand, when used with
accomplishments, which are telic but durative, simply foregrounds
the process and its duration rather than the end-point:

(A7) Zov ofpepo TEpuot okapedAmve 610 Bouvo

“A year ago today I was climbing the mountain”

The most problematic combination is that of the imperfective with
achievements. It seems very difficult for speakers of Greek to
perceive these instantaneous events as developing, since there is
no process involved:

(18) Xteg PprikapperrecTivey *€BPLOKOLpERFECTIVE) TO TTOPTOGOAL OV
“Yesterday I found my wallet”
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It is, however, not impossible; in fact it is precisely in this com-
bination that the independence of aspect from objective reality is
most obvious. A punctual event can be seen as unfolding, i.e. as
having duration, in order to be used as a backdrop to some other
event:
(19) Tn onypn mov éPpioko TO TOPTOPOAL OV YTULNCE TO
KovdoHvt
“The moment I found my wallet, the bell rang”

7. The perfect, subjectivity, tense and aspect
The perfect, as already mentioned in section 3, is the object of a
long-standing debate concemning its classification as a tense or as
an aspect. The concept of aspect as developed above has the
advantage of excluding the perfect from the category aspect on the
basis of clear criteria.

The Greek perfect can be replaced by the aorist in every one
of its uses, with the exception (in the current Standard) of the
experiential use:

(20) 'Exo ondoe/éonoca 10 XEPL POV KUt TOVAEL
“I have broken my hand and it hurts”

@1) Exo néev*nhyo oty IpAavdia, oAlé 631 610 AovPrivold
“I have been to Ireland, but not to Dublin”

Even though the reverse does not hold (i.e. the perfect cannot
always replace the aorist), the interchangeability of the two
suggests that subjectivity is involved; the choice, however, does
not concern the internal temporal constituency of a situation. The
Greek perfect always refers to an event firmly placed at a moment
anterior to the present, i.e. in the past.!” Choosing the perfect
instead of the aorist has the effect of including this past event in
the sphere of the present, i.e. stressing or foregrounding its rele-

16 The perfective (simple) past is perfectly acceptable if the sentence
refers to a specific trip rather than the unspecified experience of having
visited Ireland.

17 1t should be stressed that the Greek perfect does not have the cross-
linguistic uses more closely connected to the present, i.e. recent past and
ongoing situation.
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vance for the current situation. Any event presented in the perfect
remains a past event. This is the reason for its inclusion in the
category of anterior tenses in Table 1, along with the unequivocal
anteriority of its past and future counterparts, which historically
precede the present perfect.!8

8. Some practical guidelines

Subjectivity and telicity may work as theoretical tools, but they
are hardly useful in the classroom or as a learning tool. The
theoretical results reached, however, can serve as a basis on which
to simplify the formidable task that non-native speakers seem to
face when trying to learn Modern Greek. This section formulates
some practical rules that learners may find helpful:

° Any regularly (habitually) repeated situation must be
conveyed through the imperfective

» It is safe to use the perfective in all verb complements; it
is almost always acceptable, even in the relatively rare
occasions when the imperfective can be used. The only
exceptions (verbs that only allow the imperfective) are:

= verbs of perception (physical or mental): PAénw
“see”, okovw “hear”, Eépw “know” etc.

= “agpectual verbs”: apyifow “start”, ocuveyilo
“continue”, oTopaTdm “stop” etc.

= the verb pov apéost “like”

e The aorist can replace the perfect on almost every
occasion, but the reverse is not true; when in doubt,
always opt for the aorist.

9. Conclusion

The preceding discussion has attempted to show that a clear dis-
tinction between aspect and Aktionsart is crucial for under-
standing aspect in general, Greek aspect in particular and even

18 More arguments in favour of this analysis can be found in Moser 2003
and Moser and Bella 2003.
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tense and its relationship to aspect. The distinction drawn here
was based on subjectivity in the sense of free choice with no
effects on the propositional content of the sentence.

More precisely it was claimed that Aktionsart is objective in
the sense that it reflects the inherent temporal constituency of the
situation, while aspect is subjective in the sense that it expresses
the point of view that the speaker chooses to adopt when
describing a situation. Opting for [=SUBIECTIVITY] as the
distinguishing feature of the two categories logically limits aspect
to the basic [+PERFECTIVITY] opposition, assigning non-
prototypical aspectual functions to the progressive and the
habitual. It also excludes the perfect (a category notoriously
difficult to classify) from the domain of aspect, placing it in the
area of absolute-relative tense.

Finally, it was claimed that, while the theoretical discussion is
of no use per se to learmners of Greek, they can benefit indirectly
from the clearer picture of the field that emerges through the
analysis.
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