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Abstract 
In this article I argue that second person vision imperatives undergo intersubjectification diachronically, 
as evidenced by the co-expression of four historically related meanings in the  Ancient Greek vision 
imperatives ὅρα/ὁρᾶτε and βλέπε/τε. Originally, they expressed visual perception, subsequently 
acquired mental perception meaning (“consider”), and from this meaning came to encode novel 
intersubjective meanings, of respectively intersubjective thought “[you should know this]” and 
apprehensional awareness “see to it that not X”, through the semanticization of pragmatic side-effects. 
Using a diachronic corpus study of these imperatives from Archaic to Post-Classical Greek (VIII BCE 
– III CE), I demonstrate that this intersubjectification pathway does not only recur within the same 
language, but the pragmatic side-effects which semanticize into novel intersubjective meanings seem to 
be surprisingly stable. Finally, I suggest that apprehensional meanings are co-expressed by vision 
imperatives cross-linguistically and are in need of further diachronic typological examination. 
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1  The co-expression of vision and thought across languages 
It is well-known that the domain of perception is both conceptually and diachronically well connected 
to the domain of knowledge.1 A main source for this insight has been the seminal study by Sweetser 
(1990) who suggested that the metaphorical historical connections between vision and thought are 
caused by the embodied interpretation of meaning; in other words, we could rephrase these connections 
between source and target domain with a cognitive metaphor as SEEING IS KNOWING and HEARING IS 

UNDERSTANDING. Since then, research has shown the validity of such patterns across languages, albeit 
with reassessments; for example, in contrast to the pathways from sight to knowledge found in Indo-
European languages, some Australian languages show pathways from hearing to knowledge instead 
(see Evans & Wilkins 2000, Georgakopoulos et al. 2022). Similarly for corpus languages such as 
Ancient Greek, researchers have pointed out diachronic connections between perception and thought, 
for example in the diachronic colexification of related meanings with increasing degrees of subjectivity, 
e.g. πυνθάνομαι ‘(directly) perceive’> ‘learn’ (Luraghi & Sausa 2019) or γιγνώσκω ‘perceive’> 
‘realize’> ‘think’ (la Roi 2020a: 204–205 with further references).  

This paper deals with a different, yet to my mind fundamentally related diachronic pathway that 
we find across languages: the co-expression of intersubjective2 meanings in the domain of thought by 
vision imperatives. Many scholars have suggested that vision imperatives across many Indo-European 
languages behave in similar ways as so-called “attention getters”, e.g. English look, Italian guarda, 
Dutch kijk (Van Olmen & Tantucci 2022 with references to earlier studies). As these imperatives 
develop pragmatic functions which are shared with discourse markers (e.g. turn-taking, discourse-
organization), scholars have stated that the source of this development across languages cannot be 
grammaticalization but has to be something else, such as pragmaticalization (Van Olmen 2010: 238–
241, Ghezzi 2014). Yet, others have rightly pointed out that these seemingly similar markers may not 
be as uniform in behaviour as they have been thought to be: (i) the co(n)textual features of their use 

 
1 This research was supported by a postdoctoral grant from the Scientific Research Foundation of Flanders, 
12B4B24N. 
2 I take intersubjectivity to refer to the semantic encoding of attention to either the social or epistemic self of the 
addressee (Ghesquière, Brems, & Van de Velde 2012, la Roi 2022). 



differ across languages (Van Olmen 2010, Van Olmen & Tantucci 2022), (ii) the associated pragmatic 
functions differ across languages (Van Olmen & Tantucci 2022), and (iii) positional distributions of 
“pragmaticalized” uses do not always allow cross-linguistic comparison (e.g. English has a much stricter 
word order than Ancient Greek which does not allow us to easily equate first or second positions, la Roi 
2022: 181–182). Moreover, both the usage and diachrony of vision imperatives have more connections 
with intersubjectivity than discussed thus far (though see Van Olmen & Tantucci 2022 who note the 
‘intersubjectified surplus’ of attention getting ‘look’-imperatives). For example, Ghezzi (2014: 20) 
suggests a rather restricted scope of such attention getting imperatives (e.g. look, guarda) as expressing 
responsive intersubjectivity, i.e. eliciting behaviour from the interlocutor. Yet, just as I see may develop 
into I know through embodied subjectified interpretation (e.g. I see your point), I argue that imperatives 
of vision may come to encode intersubjective attention to the epistemic and social self of the hearer. 
This means that these imperatives come to be used by speakers to signal to the hearer that something 
demands epistemic consideration (viz. the addressee ought to know X) or social consideration, esp. in 
view of a potentially face-threatening obstacle (viz. the addressee ought to be aware of X).    

To substantiate this hypothesis, this paper provides a diachronic corpus study of two vision 
imperatives in a corpus of nearly a millennium of Ancient Greek, in particular from Archaic to Post-
Classical Greek (see section 2 for the corpus collection and scope): ὅρα/ὁρᾶτε and βλέπε/τε “look”, both 
present imperatives in the second person (singular/plural).3 I will suggest at least three ways in which 
we can finetune the diachronic study of vision imperatives on the basis of the corpus evidence from 
Ancient Greek:  

(i) separate the pragmatic side-effects from the meanings which vision imperatives come to 
encode4 

(ii) relate the semanticization of pragmatic side-effects5 from an earlier usage into a new 
meaning to the type of intersubjectivity at play  

(iii) include the pathway into apprehensional meanings (of the type “see [to it] that not”), as 
this pathway seems to be replicated across language histories  

2 Corpus collection and scope 
The examples studied in this paper cover four successive periods of the history of Ancient Greek, from 
the 8th century BCE to the 3rd century AD. The translations of the examples are based on the most recent 
translations available at Loeb Classics online (https://www.loebclassics.com/ [last accessed: 
28/09/2023]) and for the Septuagint and New Testament the New International version of the bible 
(https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-International-Version-NIV-Bible/ [last accessed 
28/09/2023/). Table 1 summarizes the authors included in this examination. As for the selection of the 
corpus, I chose to focus, as far as possible, on dialogical texts or texts with much reported dialogue such 
as Homer, the Septuagint and the New Testament: they are likely to have more intersubjective markers 

 
3 Those working on Ancient Greek will notice that I do not discuss ἰδού ‘look’, a vision imperative in the aorist 
which has been known to fossilize (cf. la Roi 2022:183-185 with references). The main reasons for that are (i) I 
chose to compare imperatives of vision with the same aspectual characteristics so as to be able to focus on the 
functions that they share, and (ii) ἰδού ‘look’ actually has a much more complicated history in Post-Classical 
Greek than this paper would allow me to discuss (e.g. it is known to have been more prominent in the Septuagint 
as a translation method for different Hebrew source constructions such as a presentative particle but also 
intersubjective vision imperatives, cf. Bailey 2009).  
4 A key study here is Waltereit (2002) who deals with pragmatic side-effects of the vision imperative guarda in 
Italian, on the one hand, and the role of conversational routines as motor for diachronic change, on the other 
hand.  
5 This descriptive notion is discussed at length in the seminal work of Traugott and Dasher (2002). For a useful 
application of the semanticization of pragmatic side-effects in Ancient Greek, see Thijs (2017) on the 
intersubjective particle μήν, which is used to counter expectations on the part of the addressee. 



which encode attention to the epistemic/social face of the addressee.6  At the same time, due to 
differences in transmitted texts per author, I had to include larger texts for Classical Greek and Early 
Post-Classical Greek (viz. Plato and the Septuagint) which makes the number of words per period 
slightly uneven. However, I remedy that by using the Normed Rate of Occurrence to measure the relative 
distribution of these vision imperatives.  
 

Period Texts Number of words 
Archaic Greek (VIII-VI BCE) Homeric epics 199153 
Classical Greek (V-IV BCE) Euripides and Plato 791646 
Early Post-Classical Greek (III-I BCE) Septuagint and Menander  704664 
Middle Post-Classical Greek (I-III CE) New Testament and Epictetus 222163 

Table 1 Diachronic corpus of intentional vision imperatives in Ancient Greek 
 
Using lemmatized searches in the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae, the database of Ancient Greek texts, I 
extracted the second singular and second plural occurrences of two, originally, visual imperatives: 
ὅρα/ὁρᾶτε and βλέπε/τε  “look”. Table 2 sums up the relative frequencies of these visual imperatives in 
my diachronic corpus, with the Normed Rate of Occurrence set at a 1000 words.  
 

Period  ὅρα/ὁρᾶτε βλέπε/τε 
Archaic Greek (VIII-VI BCE) Homeric epics 0      0      
Classical Greek (V-IV BCE) Euripides 16  (NRO 0.080) 0 

Plato 88  (NRO 0.149) 0 
Early Post-Classical Greek (III-I BCE) Septuagint 11   (NRO 0.020) 5     (NRO 0.008) 

Menander 4      (NRO 0.049) 2     (NRO 0.025) 
Middle Post-Classical Greek (I-III CE) New Testament 13   (NRO 0.094) 24  (NRO 0.173) 

Epictetus 46   (NRO 0.546) 11   (NRO 0.131) 
Table 2 Relative frequency of vision imperatives in diachronic corpus 
 
Most prominently, the occurrence of vision imperatives peaks in Plato and Epictetus, as shown by the 
higher NRO scores for ὅρα/ὁρᾶτε but also for βλέπε/τε which only becomes much more frequent in 
Middle than in Early Post-Classical Greek. The explanation for that is that these authors wrote 
philosophical texts which engage with their text-internal audience (e.g. Platonic dialogues proper) and 
text-external audience (e.g. the addressee of Epictetus’ philosophical instruction). As such, they 
constitute a treasure-trove for interactive expressions, as I illustrate below in section 3.2 to 3.4.  
 
3 The intersubjectification of vision imperatives  
3.1  The diachronic syntax and pragmatics of vision imperatives in Ancient Greek 
Before embarking on our diachronic corpus study, I wish to present several theoretical considerations 
for the diachronic study of vision imperatives. First of all, as the canonical expression of the directive 
domain, the imperative in Ancient Greek has a wide range of functions. After all, in Ancient Greek (see 
Denizot 2011) as well as cross-linguistically (see Aikhenvald 2010) the directive domain covers 
commands, requests, pleas or instructions. Also, imperatives may have functions that go beyond the 
directive domain proper, e.g. expressing curses or wishes. Since these wide usage domains presented an 
obstacle for operationalization in the typological comparison of directives, it has recently been suggested 
to merge both terms in the following typological definition: “[The imperative is] a sentence-type whose 
only prototypical function is to provide the addressee(s) with a reason to act, that is suitable for the 
performance of the full range of directive speech acts, and whose manifestations are all morphologically 
and syntactically homogeneous with the second person” (Jary & Kissine 2016: 132). While an upside 
of the definition is the possibility of consistent comparison of directive strategies across languages, a 

 
6 Needless to say, this is not an absolute rule, since authors of, for example, narrative texts may use dialogical 
means as well, for example to engage with their audience, cf. the use of the intersubjective imperative ἀμέλει ‘of 
course’ in the description of stereotypical characters by Theophrastus (la Roi 2022).  



downside of such a rather general definition, esp. that imperatives “provide the addressee(s) with a 
reason to act”, is that it offers less descriptive granularity for the different interactive functions of vision 
imperatives. Second and relatedly, the pragmatic functions of vision imperatives have often been 
described as “attention getting”,7 which too is quite imprecise with regard to the functional scope of 
vision imperatives (e.g. guiding resp. mental vision, conversational structure and the addressee’s social 
or epistemic self, for which see below). It seems that the different functions of vision imperatives would 
be better summarized under the notion of intersubjective coordination of perception, since second 
person imperatives have an inherently intersubjective orientation but appear to differ in how they 
actually encode intersubjective values8; for example, the original intentional visual perception use would 
be incorporated nicely in such a broad characterization as well, since imperatives in the 2nd person are 
prototypically responsively intersubjective in eliciting behaviour from the addressee. Third and finally, 
while there is much evidence for similar pathways of development for vision imperatives across 
languages (e.g. from imperative Look at X to parenthetical Look, I have something to tell you), I would 
like to suggest here that not only are there more pathways for vision imperatives (e.g. into 
apprehensional meaning) but also that similar pathways can recur within the same language. This last 
point brings me to the evidence in my diachronic corpus for the two imperatives; in the course of time, 
both develop the following four related functions on the spectrum of intersubjective coordination: 
 

Stage Usage Morphosyntactic pattern(s) 
1 Intentional visual perception -/+ complement (noun)  
2 Intentional mental perception -/+ complement (noun or finite clause) 
3a Intersubjective thought - 
3b Apprehensional awareness + complement (negated finite clause) 

Table 3 Diachronic pathways of vision imperatives in Ancient Greek diachrony 
 
In what follows, I detail the diachronic development of these patterns for the different visual perception 
imperatives, highlighting in particular how pragmatic side-effects of earlier usages provide the source 
for the semanticization of novel intersubjective meanings. In other words, what has been alluded to as 
the “intersubjective surplus” of attention-getting imperatives (see Van Olmen & Tantucci 2022: 175), 
diachronically originates in pragmatic side-effects of earlier less intersubjective uses. 
 
3.2 ὅρα/ὁρᾶτε “look” 
3.2.1 Intentional visual perception 
The original meaning of this imperative is to express the visual perception of reality, i.e. Look at X. Yet, 
this visual meaning also has pragmatic side-effects, which, I argue, provide the source for the novel 
intersubjective values that it develops. In example 1, we should note that the visual imperative, though 
it has its visual meaning, indirectly functions also as a floor-begging means (cf. Waltereit 2002), which 
is why it is doubled here for pragmatic effect.9 Amphitryon wants to warn everyone about the danger 
that Heracles poses (cf. his previous line 1072 “Come, let me conceal myself in the shelter of the 
house!”), in contrast to the calming preceding comment by the chorus. This is why Amphitryon 
introduces his longer turn with visual imperatives to keep looking, regardless of the chorus’ claim that 
Heracles is sleeping at the moment. 

 
7 Also in most recent studies, e.g. by Tantucci and van Olmen (2022: 174): “It originates from a directive to 
visually perceive something but its typical function is probably best characterized in a broad sense as attention-
getting.” 
8 As noted by la Roi (2022: 163), the definition of intersubjectivity by Verhagen (2005: 1) as intersubjective 
coordination between speaker and addressee “has the downside that it subsumes many pragmatic markers which 
serve interactive functions but are not necessarily intersubjective in, for example, a social or epistemic sense”. 
Yet, it’s generality and inclusion of intersubjective component is useful here as descriptive umbrella for the 
intersubjectification of vision imperatives in the 2nd person.  
9 Note that this floor-begging use of visual imperatives is also found with the visual imperative ἰδού ‘look’, e.g. 
A. Ag. 1125. 



 
(1) Chorus  θάρσει· νὺξ ἔχει βλέφαρα παιδὶ σῶι. 
Amphitr. ὁρᾶθ’ ὁρᾶτε. τὸ φάος ἐκλιπεῖν μὲν ἐπὶ κακοῖσιν οὐ 
    φεύγω τάλας, ἀλλ’ εἴ με κανεῖ πατέρ’ ὄντα,    
  πρὸς δὲ κακοῖς κακὰ μήσε (E. HF. 1073-1076) 
Chorus  Have no fear! Night still shrouds your son’s eyes. 
Amphitr.  Look! Look! It is not from death in my misery that I shrink, but I fear he will kill  

me, his father, and commit woe on woe, adding to the Furies’ curse the stain of  
kindred blood! 
 

The second pragmatic side-effect observable in the visual meaning of vision imperatives is that 
by commanding visual observation, the speaker is inadvertently asking for mental observation (cf. 
SEEING IS KNOWING). This may explain why visual imperative uses can already collocate with mental 
perception imperatives, as in example 2.10 Orestes’ request to look around is coupled with the mental 
perception predicate φυλάσσου “be on guard for” and Pylades mirrors his reaction exactly to this double 
request by confirming that he is looking and inspecting all directions with his eye.11 
 
(2) Orestes ὅρα, φυλάσσου μή τις ἐν στίβωι βροτῶν. 
Pylades  ὁρῶ, σκοποῦμαι δ’ ὄμμα πανταχῆι στρέφων. (E. IT. 67-68) 
Orestes  Look, make sure there is nobody on the path. 
Pylades  I’m looking, I’m inspecting, turning my glance in all directions. 
 
3.2.2  Intentional mental perception 
In addition to the role played by these two pragmatic side-effects as source for the new intentional 
perception meaning, the use of visual imperatives with abstract objects must have triggered this change, 
e.g. E. Rh. 332 τὸ μέλλον “the future”, E. IT 1065 ὡς “[see] how”, E. Heracl. 420 ταῦτ’ “these things 
[just mentioned]”.12 Moreover, by using this imperative with abstract objects that are relevant to current 
conversation, this imperative obtains an indirect intersubjective epistemic orientation, since it is 
managing what the addressees consider and, by implication, will know. In fact, there are certain usages 
of intentional mental perception meanings which from a historical perspective come remarkably close 
to encoding an intersubjective epistemic meaning (i.e. attention to the knowledge of the hearer) and 
these most likely provided the source for the development of this novel meaning. As illustrated by 
example 3 and other examples (e.g. Pl. Symp. 192e4), this usage occurs in announcements of joint 
conversational projects13 by the speaker and addressee: 
 
(3) Crito  Καλῶς μέν μοι δοκεῖς λέγειν, ὦ Σώκρατες, ὅρα δὲ 
  τί δρῶμεν. 
Socrates  Σκοπῶμεν, ὦ ἀγαθέ, κοινῇ, καὶ εἴ πῃ ἔχεις ἀντιλέγειν  
  ἐμοῦ λέγοντος, ἀντίλεγε καί σοι πείσομαι· (Pl. Cri. 48d6-9) 
Crito  I think you’re right, Socrates; but consider what we’re to do. 
Socrates Let’s look at it together, my good friend, and if at any point you have an objection 

 
10 Compare also E. Cyc. 354 where the sentence following the visual imperative effectively spells out the 
pragmatic side-effect as “if you don’t see, you will think the wrong thing”, underlining the tight connection 
between vision and thought. For the role of collocations in diachronic semantic change of constructions in 
Ancient Greek, see la Roi (2020b).  
11 The use of the middle voice here, instead of active present σκοπέω ‘consider’, encodes higher subject 
affectedness as a mental activity (see Allan 2003). 
12 Cf. la Roi (2020a: 195) who provides a parallel development by εὑρίσκω ‘find’ in its development of mental 
perception find.  
13 In Conversation Analysis, projects are defined as a smaller or larger group of conversational actions which 
together form a coherent set, such as an interview or a discussion on a specific topic. 



while I’m talking, speak up and I shall listen to what you say.  
 

By combining the mental perception meaning with the inclusive plural, Crito is indirectly demanding 
that Socrates epistemically engages with their shared conversational project. Similarly, such usages 
occur at the end of a conversational project to check with the addressee that they are on the same ‘mental’ 
page. See example 4 where Socrates checks this ‘mental’ page before using that shared epistemic basis 
for a new conversational project (the combination of the particle δή with an imperative serving as an 
indication that the directive of asking can be appropriately be performed (Thijs 2021: 266)). 
 
(4) Socrates ἀλλ’ ὅρα εἰ ἤδη ἱκανῶς οἶσθ’ ὅτι βούλομαι 
Cebes  Ἀλλὰ πάνυ ἱκανῶς, ἔφη.  
Socrates Ἀποκρίνου δή, ἦ δ’ ὅς, ᾧ ἂν τί ἐγγένηται σώματι ζῶν ἔσται; (Pl. Phd. 105c5-9) 
Socrates Well see if you now know adequately well what I mean. 
Cebes  Yes, very well, he said. 
Socrates Then answer this, he said: what is present in the body to make it a living one? 
 
3.2.3 Intersubjective thought  
In the following new meaning, which developed from the mental perception meaning, the imperative 
comes to encode attention to the epistemic self of the addressee (i.e. you ought to know X) rather than it 
being a pragmatic side-effect as for the previous mental perception meaning described above. To 
illustrate, in example 5, we find the only example from Euripides where it is used to mark intersubjective 
thought, i.e. attention to the epistemic self of the addressee. Achilles wishes to save Iphigeneia from the 
sacrificial death to save Hellas which awaits her. This is why he first praises her extensively but then 
comes to the point with this imperative when he makes his main conversational move (note the marking 
of this boundary with the particle δ’), viz. his explicit offer to be her benefactor. The meaning of the 
imperative may be paraphrased as “you ought to know this”, since it heads the conversational move that 
Achilles wants Iphigeneia to take note of conversationally: YOU SHOULD KNOW THIS: I OFFER TO BE 

YOUR BENEFACTOR.  
 
(5)Achilles μᾶλλον δὲ λέκτρων σῶν πόθος μ’ ἐσέρχεται    

ἐς τὴν φύσιν βλέψαντα· γενναία γὰρ εἶ. 
ὅρα δ’· ἐγὼ γὰρ βούλομαί σ’ εὐεργετεῖν 
λαβεῖν τ’ ἐς οἴκους·  (E. IA 1409-1413) 
The desire to be your husband affects me all the more when I consider your nature: 
you are a noble person. But look: I want to be your benefactor and take you to my 
home. 

 
Her response in the form of a refusal confirms that she interprets it as a proposal (E. IA 1419-1420 “As 
for you, stranger, do not die on my behalf or kill anyone, but allow me to save Hellas if I can”).  

Since this meaning encodes the speaker’s attention to the hearer’s knowledge, we also find it in 
epistemically marked contexts, in particular in biased questions which seek to shift the conversational 
balance in favour of the speaker. In example 6, Socrates tries but fails to convince the uncooperative 
Protagoras of the notion that you need at least some wisdom and intelligence besides enjoyment. Despite 
the fact that he uses suggestive μῶν14, which expects a positive answer and heads the biased question 
with the intersubjective imperative and δή, Protagoras chooses not to align with Socrates’ line of 
thought. 
 
(6) Socrates Ἆρ’ οὖν ἔτι τινὸς ἄν σοι προσδεῖν ἡγοῖο, εἰ τοῦτ’ ἔχεις παντελῶς; 

 
14 This form is contracted out of μὴ οὖν ‘not+[resumptive particle]’. Because it is followed by the negation μὴ 
‘not’, the question expects a positive answer. 



Protagoras Οὐδαμῶς. 
Socrates Ὅρα δή, τοῦ φρονεῖν καὶ τοῦ νοεῖν καὶ λογίζεσθαι τὰ  
  δέοντα καὶ ὅσα τούτων ἀδελφά, μῶν μὴ δέοι’ ἄν τι; 
Protagoras Καὶ τί; πάντα γὰρ ἔχοιμ’ ἄν που τὸ χαίρειν ἔχων. 
Socrates Οὐκοῦν οὕτω ζῶν ἀεὶ μὲν διὰ βίου ταῖς μεγίσταις (Pl. Phil. 21b) 
Socrates Would you think you needed anything further, if you were in complete possession  

of that enjoyment? 
Protagoras Certainly not.  
Socrates Look, would you not have some need of wisdom and intelligence and power of 

calculating your wants and the like? 
Protagoras Why should I? If I have enjoyment, I have everything. 
Socrates Then living thus you would enjoy the greatest pleasures all your life? 
 
In Platonic discussions, we find similar examples like these where the imperative stands by itself, 
syntactically speaking, but functions a pre-announcement of an intersubjectively epistemically relevant 
point, e.g. in biased questions such as Euthd. 287a1 (with δέ signaling the boundary of a new 
conversational actoin) or Phlb. 11a1 (with δή and a vocative signalling the conversational relevance of 
the upcoming act in the common ground between the speaker and addressee).15  
 
3.2.4 Apprehensional awareness 
Similar to meaning 3, the following meaning too developed from the mental perception meaning, thus 
providing a split in the developmental pathway of this vision imperative. Yet, this novel meaning 
appears to have developed separately, because it encodes attention to the social self of the addressee: 
see to it that not X. Since constructions with similar functions are created across languages (e.g. as 
negated purpose clauses), a typology has recently been proposed that identifies the core features of such 
constructions. In particular, it has been suggested that so-called apprehensional constructions encode 
the non-realization of an undesirable situation (Kuteva et al. 2019: 852). Its three distinctive features are 
defined as follows (Kuteva et al. 2019: 865):  
 

(1) non-realized verb situation as a whole 
(2) undesirability of verb situation 
(3) causality: verb situation 1 causing avoidance of verb situation 2  
 

As also noted in the typological literature (esp. Lichtenberk 1995), this construction combines two modal 
components, since it provides an epistemic assessment in terms of non-factuality as well as encodes the 
deontic undesirability of the verb situation to the agent (Lichtenberk 1995: 253, Kuteva et al. 2019: 
865). In example 7, we can observe that ὅρα μὴ “see that not” is used to, quite explicitly, mark a socially 
undesirable consequence for the interlocutor: in his trial Socrates gave up on defending himself, a choice 
which reflects as cowardice both on him and on his friends (incl. Crito). In intersubjective terms, then, 
this construction does not encode attention to the epistemic self of the hearer (as in usage 3 “[you should 
know this]”) but is used to mark face-threatening obstacles to the hearer in conversation, i.e. “[you 
should avoid this]”. Its use is related to politeness. 
 
(7) Crito ταῦτα οὖν, ὦ Σώκρατες, ὅρα μὴ ἅμα τῷ κακῷ καὶ αἰσχρὰ ᾖ σοί τε καὶ ἡμῖν. (Pl. Cri.  

46a3-4) 
Crito  So make sure, Socrates, that this is not shameful as well as bad for both you and us 
 

 
15 Cf. Tantucci and van Olmen (2022: 160) for the role of vocatives with clause-external English ‘Look’.  



The dual epistemic and deontic value of this intersubjective usage may thus be paraphrased functionally 
as follows: the speaker signals to the addressee what s/he considers a face-threatening obstacle to the 
addressee.  

The original usage of this combination can be divided into two groups based on the person 
marking in the complement, that is, the obstacle which needs to be avoided. About half of the uses are 
expressed in the second person, directly encoding that the addressee is involved and, more importantly, 
affected by the obstacle. In example 7, the affected persons (i.e. Socrates and Crito) are specified as 
participants to the predicate in the third person. In example 8, Odysseus signals that he wants Diomedes 
to avoid the obstacle of running into guards in the dark, which, in turn, gives rise to Admetus’ 
commissive that he will be careful (see the commissive φυλάξομαί “I will be careful, combined with the 
particle τοι, which marks the shared common ground with the addressee (Allan 2021: 62)). By contrast, 
example 9, as reflected by the rather free non-directive translation offered in the Loeb translation, 
introduces more of an epistemic obstacle that is face-threatening (partially due to the stativity of the 
predicate in the complement). The threat that the construction, from Admetus’s perspective, marks 
intersubjectively for the addressee is that Heracles is returning his true ‘wife’ when it could in fact be a 
ghost.16  
 
(8) [Odysseus Diomedes, did you hear a clash of weapons? Or was it some meaningless sound 

that my ears caught? 
Diomedes It was nothing, an iron clash made by a harness striking a chariot rail. At first I too  

was frightened, until I realized it was the crash of the harness.] 
Odysseus ὅρα κατ’ ὄρφνην μὴ φύλαξιν ἐντύχηις 
Diomedes  φυλάξομαί τοι κἀν σκότωι τιθεὶς πόδα. (E. Rh. 570-571) 
Odysseus Take care that you don’t run into guards in the dark.  
Diomedes I will be careful where I tread in darkness. 
 
(9) Heracles οὐκ ἔστιν, ἀλλὰ τήνδ’ ὁρᾶις δάμαρτα σήν. 
Admetus ὅρα δὲ μή τι φάσμα νερτέρων τόδ’ ἧι. 
Heracles  οὐ ψυχαγωγὸν τόνδ’ ἐποιήσω ξένον. 
Admetus  ἀλλ’ ἣν ἔθαπτον εἰσορῶ δάμαρτ’ ἐμήν; 
Heracles σάφ’ ἴσθ’· ἀπιστεῖν δ’ οὔ σε θαυμάζω τύχηι (E. Alc. 1126-1130) 
Heracles Not so: the woman you see here is your wife. 
Admetus Perhaps it is some ghost from the Underworld. 
Heracles No raiser of spirits is the man you made your guest-friend. 
Admetus But do I see my wife, whom I buried? 
Heracles Certainly, though I am not surprised that you disbelieve your luck. 
 

Furthermore, although the examples above display the full structure of imperative with negative 
subordinate subjunctive clause, there are also important synchronic (ex. 10) and diachronic variations 
(ex. 11, 12 and 13) to this usage. Whereas typological research has yielded evidence for the fossilization 
of subordinate clause structures in apprehensional constructions (e.g. so-called avoidive lest-structures), 
Ancient Greek instead seems to yield evidence of grammaticalization of both the matrix and subordinate 
clause component. In example 10, we can observe that in Classical Greek the construction also occurred 
once with a different subordinator, whereas all other, especially later usages occur with μή “so that not” 
(contrast the examples above and below).  
 

 
16 Other examples where epistemic obstacles pose social threats are Pl. Phlb. 45c3 (“avoid thinking that I”), Cra. 
410a1 (“Well, this word may in fact be foreign”, i.e. not useful to include in the etymological explanations of 
Greek words here) or Smp. 213d4 (“See to it that he doesn’t do it now either”, i.e. abuse me). Note also that these 
combine with argumentative particles such as τοίνυν “Well then” or οὖν “well”. 



(10) Socrates Οὔτε ἄρα ἀνταδικεῖν δεῖ οὔτε κακῶς ποιεῖν οὐδένα ἀνθρώπων, οὐδ’ ἂν ὁτιοῦν 
πάσχῃ ὑπ’ αὐτῶν. καὶ ὅρα, ὦ Κρίτων, ταῦτα καθομολογῶν, ὅπως μὴ παρὰ δόξαν 
ὁμολογῇς· οἶδα γὰρ ὅτι ὀλίγοις τισὶ ταῦτα καὶ δοκεῖ καὶ δόξει. (Pl. Cri. 49c10-d2) 

Socrates Then we shouldn’t act unjustly in retaliation or do harm to any human being at all, 
no matter how we’re being maltreated by them. And if you accept these 
arguments, Crito, make sure you’re not agreeing contrary to your own belief: 
for I know that some few hold these beliefs and will hold them.  

 
Yet in example 11 (from Classical Greek) and 12 (from early Post-Classical Greek), we witness that the 
subjunctive has been replaced by a more factual mood, viz. the present (κωλύει “it hinders”) and future 
indicative (βουκολεῖς “you will beguile”). In 11, Socrates receives a dispreferred response17 to his 
question from Critias, in the form of a rhetorical question. Therefore, Socrates ‘repairs’ the status quo 
by stating that he at least (ἐμέ γε) does not see obstacles, but obstacles are there for someone who 
believes what Critias has just said to believe. The use of this apprehensional structure thus highlights 
how Critias’ utterances have become face-threatening to himself according to Socrates.   
 
(11)Socrates Σωφρονοῦσιν οὖν οὐ τὰ ἑαυτῶν μόνον ποιοῦντες; 
Critias  Τί γὰρ κωλύει; ἔφη.    
Socrates Οὐδὲν ἐμέ γε, ἦν δ’ ἐγώ· ἀλλ’ ὅρα μὴ ἐκεῖνον κωλύει, ὃς ὑποθέμενος σωφροσύνην 

εἶναι τὸ τὰ ἑαυτοῦ πράττειν ἔπειτα οὐδέν φησι κωλύειν καὶ τοὺς τὰ τῶν ἄλλων 
πράττοντας σωφρονεῖν. (Pl. Chrm. 163a6-9) 

Socrates And are they temperate in not making their own things only? 
Critias  Yes: what reason is there against it? he said. 
Socrates None for me, I replied; but there may be for him who, after assuming that 

temperance is doing one’s own business, proceeds to say there is no reason against 
those also who do others’ business being temperate. 

 
Similarly in example 12, the apprehensional structure marks that the addressee Moschion is treading on 
slippery conversational grounds, resulting in Moschion explaining that he has evidence for his claim 
that he is the baby’s father. 
 
(12)Moschion     ἔστι τῆς Νικηράτου 

θυγατρός, ἐξ ἐμοῦ. λαθεῖν δὲ τοῦτ’ ἐβουλόμην ἐγώ. 
Demeas  πῶς λέγεις;     
Moschion        ὥσπερ πέπρακται.     
Demeas            μή με βουκολεῖς ὅρα.     
Moschion  οὗ λαβεῖν ἔλεγχόν ἐστι; καὶ τί κερδανῶ πλέον;   (Men. Sam. 528-313) 
Moschion The baby’s parents are Myself, and Nikeratos’s daughter. That’s what I desired 

To keep secret 
Demeas How do you mean? 
Moschion That’s what happened! 
Demeas Careful – no fooling! 
Moschion You can check the evidence. And what advantage would I secure by lies? 
 
Finally, in Middle Post-Classical Greek, the structure has on occasion fossilized (with the complement 
being absent) into an intersubjective short-hand for marking face-threatening situations. In example 13 
from the New Testament (cf. also NT Rev. 22.9), the angel corrects the socially undesirable situation of 
the speaker worshipping the angel, since the angels is a mere servant of the testimony of Jesus.  

 
17 In CA, preference refers to the social expectation which is tied to conversational actions, e.g. A’s greeting has 
the preferred response of B’s greeting, A’ proposal has the preferred response of B’ acceptance and so on.  



 
(13)  καὶ λέγει μοι, Οὗτοι οἱ λόγοι ἀληθινοὶ τοῦ θεοῦ εἰσιν. καὶ ἔπεσα ἔμπροσθεν τῶν 

ποδῶν αὐτοῦ προσκυνῆσαι αὐτῷ. καὶ λέγει μοι, Ὅρα μή· σύνδουλός σού εἰμι καὶ 
τῶν ἀδελφῶν σου τῶν ἐχόντων τὴν μαρτυρίαν Ἰησοῦ· τῷ θεῷ προσκύνησον. ἡ 
γὰρ μαρτυρία Ἰησοῦ ἐστιν τὸ πνεῦμα τῆς προφητείας. (NT Rev 19.9-10) 
He also said to me, “These are the true words of God.” So I threw myself down at 
his feet to worship him, but he said, “Do not do this! I am only a fellow servant 
with you and your brothers and sisters who hold to the testimony about Jesus. 
Worship God, for the testimony about Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.”  

 
3.3 βλέπε/τε “look”     
Although the same usages of this originally vision imperative occur only later in the corpus evidence, 
i.e. from Early Post-Classical Greek onwards, they develop along a strikingly similar pathway as the 
imperative described above. Nonetheless, the developmental stages show some morphosyntactic 
differences which need further consideration.   
 
3.3.1  Intentional visual perception 
This vision imperative, though having a visual perception meaning, displays two pragmatic side-effects 
in its usage, floor begging and the preparation of upcoming conversational actions (cf. Van Olmen & 
Tantucci 2022: 157 for pre-emptive intersubjective uses of Italian ‘guarda’), as illustrated by example 
14. Here Demeas uses the vision imperative in its original visual perception meaning, but it serves an 
additional purpose of steering the conversation in a different direction; Parmenon was giving 
dispreferred responses (in the form of elaborate oaths) to Demeas’ claim that he was hiding the 
knowledge of the baby’s identity from him, but now Demeas manages to ask directly whose the baby is 
in the conversational act which follows the previous one with the vision imperative.   
 
(14) Demeas οὗτος, βλέπε δεῦρο.     
Parmenon           ἰδού, βλέπω.    
Demeas  τὸ παιδίον τίνος ἐστίν; 
Parmenon        ἥν.    (Men. Sam. 312-313) 
Demeas You—look at me! 
Parmenon There. I’m looking. 
Demeas Whose is the baby? 
Parmenon (taken further aback) Ah.   
 
3.3.2  Intentional mental perception 
As with ὅρα, this vision imperative is also found with abstract objects which do not allow their original 
visual imperative reading anymore: in ex. 15 the Israelites demand that David look after his own house, 
i.e. the Israelites.  
 
(15)  Τίς ἡμῖν μερὶς ἐν Δαυιδ καὶ κληρονομία ἐν υἱῷ Ιεσσαι; εἰς τὰ σκηνώματά σου,  

Ισραηλ· νῦν βλέπε τὸν οἶκόν σου, Δαυιδ. (LXX 2 Ch. 10.16) 
What share do we have in David, what part in Jesse’s son? To your tents, Israel! 
Look after your own house, David! 
 

Similarly, this reading may be found when the imperative lacks a complement in later times (e.g. NT 
Ev. Marc. 13.33), since such pragmatic meanings can be preserved regardless of the morphosyntactic 
realization (cf. Van Olmen & Tantucci 2022: 154–155 who give examples of English ‘look’ retaining 
its perceptual meaning in final clause position).  



There are also clear examples of combinations where the original meaning cannot be read 
anymore: in 16 one would have been commanded to visually observe an auditory stimulus which is 
obviously impossible.  

 
 (16)   Καὶ ἔλεγεν αὐτοῖς, Βλέπετε τί ἀκούετε. (NT Ev.Marc. 4.24) 
  Then He said to them “Pay attention to what you hear” 
 
Similarly in later examples, we find these mental perception usages with intersubjective side-effects, for 
instance in the following example from the New Testament, where the profuse use of warning future 
indicatives about the end of time in combination with the mental perception imperative (lit. “consider 
yourselves”) indirectly asks epistemic attention from the addressees: 
 
(17)   ἐγερθήσεται γὰρ ἔθνος ἐπ’ ἔθνος καὶ βασιλεία ἐπὶ βασιλείαν, ἔσονται σεισμοὶ 

κατὰ τόπους, ἔσονται λιμοί· ἀρχὴ ὠδίνων ταῦτα. βλέπετε δὲ ὑμεῖς ἑαυτούς· 
παραδώσουσιν ὑμᾶς εἰς συνέδρια καὶ εἰς συναγωγὰς δαρήσεσθε καὶ ἐπὶ 
ἡγεμόνων καὶ βασιλέων σταθήσεσθε ἕνεκεν ἐμοῦ εἰς μαρτύριον αὐτοῖς. (NT Ev.  
Marc. 13.8-9) 
Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be 
earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth  
pains. “You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local 
councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before 
governors and kings as witnesses to them.  
 

3.3.3 Intersubjective thought 
Besides mental consideration, we also start to find extra-clausal usages which directly mark 
intersubjective attention to the addressee’s epistemic self ([you ought to know X]). In example 18 from 
the Septuagint, David signals the epistemic importance of his upcoming speech act to Abigail before 
explicitly telling her that he has granted her request. 
   
(18)  καὶ ἔλαβεν Δαυιδ ἐκ χειρὸς αὐτῆς πάντα, ἃ ἔφερεν αὐτῷ, καὶ εἶπεν αὐτῇ Ἀνάβηθι  

εἰς εἰρήνην εἰς οἶκόν σου· βλέπε ἤκουσα τῆς φωνῆς σου καὶ ᾑρέτισα τὸ  
πρόσωπόν σου. (LXX 1Ki. 25.35) 
Then David accepted from her hand what she had brought him and said, “Go 
home in peace. Look, I have heard your words and granted your request.” 

 
In fact, the same type of examples, where the imperative marks a speech act that contains epistemically 
relevant information for the hearer is also found in middle Post-Classical Greek.18 In example 19, the 
speaker marks his key philosophical question that the hearer should consider, viz. how much are those 
things really worth to you. After all, the key point of the philosophy instilled upon the hearer by Epictetus 
is that he can do without those things.  
 
(19)   τίνων μέλλεις ταῦτα πωλεῖν; βλέπε, πόσου ἀξίων. —Ἀλλ’ οὐ τεύξομαι τοιούτου 

τινὸς ἀντ’ αὐτοῦ. — Βλέπε καὶ τυγχάνων πάλιν ἐκείνου, τί ἀντ’ αὐτοῦ λαμβάνεις.  
(Epict. 4.3.8) 
What are the things for which you are about to sell these things? Look, how  
valuable are they?—But, you say, I shall not get anything of that kind in return for  
what I am giving up.—Observe also, when you do get something in the exchange,  
just what it is you are getting for what you give up 

 

 
18 Another example is Epict. 4.8.20.  



3.3.4 Apprehensional awareness 
Now, in contrast to ὅρα, this imperative develops apprehensional meaning with two different yet similar 
morphosyntactic patterns: (i) with a prepositional phrase (ἀπὸ + genitive) as complement which 
specifies what needs to be avoided, or (ii) with a complement phrase whose proposition is negated 
externally or internally. Both usages, unlike the ones described above, only start to occur in Middle Post-
Classical Greek, underlining their later development out of mental perception usages. The first pattern 
is found only twice in my corpus19, one of which is the following example: 
 
(20)  Καὶ ἐν τῇ διδαχῇ αὐτοῦ ἔλεγεν, Βλέπετε ἀπὸ τῶν γραμματέων τῶν θελόντων ἐν 

στολαῖς περιπατεῖν καὶ ἀσπασμοὺς ἐν ταῖς ἀγοραῖς καὶ πρωτοκαθεδρίας ἐν 
ταῖς συναγωγαῖς καὶ πρωτοκλισίας ἐν τοῖς δείπνοις· οἱ κατεσθίοντες τὰς οἰκίας 
τῶν χηρῶν καὶ προφάσει μακρὰ προσευχόμενοι, οὗτοι λήμψονται περισσότερον  
κρίμα. (NT Ev. Marc. 12.38-40) 
As he taught, Jesus said, “Beware of the teachers of the law. They like to walk 
around in flowing robes and be greeted with respect in the marketplaces,  and 
have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at 
banquets.  They devour widows’ houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. 
These men will be punished most severely.” 
 

Here Jesus warns his disciples for the threat contained in following false prophets. Note how the negative 
implication, i.e. the undesirable outcome, is contained in this construction without there being a negative 
marker.  

By contrast, the pattern with a proposition in the complement which is negated occurs more 
frequently in Middle Post-Classical Greek, viz. 15 times. Similar to the apprehensional usages of ὅρα, 
those with a negated complement display morphosyntactic variations both synchronically and 
diachronically. In addition, the affected addressee and speaker are normally coded in the complement, 
albeit in different ways (e.g. in a second person predicate or as argument to a second person or third 
person predicate). In example 21, we see a type of example that occurs more often in the New Testament 
(e.g. Ev. Marc. 13.5 or Ev. Luc. 21.8 both with “to be led astray” in the complement), to signal the 
undesirable consequence to the addressee of an unrealized act (note the conditional translation of the 
threat).20 
 
(21)  ὁ γὰρ πᾶς νόμος ἐν ἑνὶ λόγῳ πεπλήρωται, ἐν τῷ Ἀγαπήσεις τὸν πλησίον σου 

ὡς σεαυτόν. εἰ δὲ ἀλλήλους δάκνετε καὶ κατεσθίετε, βλέπετε μὴ ὑπ’ ἀλλήλων 
ἀναλωθῆτε. (NT Ep.Gal. 5.14-15) 
For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: Love your neighbor as 
yourself. If you bite and devour each other, watch out or you will be destroyed 
by each other. 

 
Synchronically, we also find morphosyntactic variation in terms of the marking of negative 

meaning, as illustrated by example 22 where the combination of the negated adverb ἀφόβως “without 
fear” provides the negative reading.21 
 
(22)   Ἐὰν δὲ ἔλθῃ Τιμόθεος, βλέπετε ἵνα ἀφόβως γένηται πρὸς ὑμᾶς, τὸ γὰρ ἔργον 

 
19 The other example from my corpus is NT Ev. Marc. 8.15. 
20 We find such examples in Epictetus as well, but there they deal with the undesirable consequence to the social 
face of the addressee from taking up an untenable philosophical position, e.g. Epict. 2.11.22; 3.20.16. 
21 Incidentally, note that NT 2. Ep. Jo. 8.1 shows the combination of a mental perception usage with a negated 
purpose clause, which may have provided a source for the apprehensional meaning: βλέπετε ἑαυτούς, ἵνα μὴ 
ἀπολέσητε ἃ εἰργάσασθε ἀλλὰ μισθὸν πλήρη ἀπολάβητε “Consider yourselves so that you do not lose what we 
have worked for, but that you may be rewarded fully.” 



κυρίου ἐργάζεται ὡς κἀγώ· (NT 1 Ep. Cor. 16.10) 
When Timothy comes, see to it that he has nothing to fear while he is with 
you, for he is carrying on the work of the Lord, just as I am 

 
Furthermore, there are combinations with discourse-organizational particles that indicate that this 
speech act is the main point that the speaker wants to get across (e.g. Act. Ap. 13.40 with οὖν “well”).  

Diachronically, on the other hand, we witness only partially similar changes to 
apprehensional usages of  ὅρα, since βλέπε comes to be combined with the subjunctive (ex. 23) and 
present indicative (see Epict. 11.10.26):  
 
(23)   Βλέπετε, ἀδελφοί, μήποτε ἔσται ἔν τινι ὑμῶν καρδία πονηρὰ ἀπιστίας ἐν τῷ 

ἀποστῆναι ἀπὸ θεοῦ ζῶντος (NT Ep. Hebr. 3.12) 
See to it, brothers and sisters, that none of you ever has a sinful, unbelieving 
heart that turns away from the living God. 

 
 
5 Concluding remarks 
In this diachronic study of two vision imperatives in nearly a millennium of Ancient Greek, I have shown 
that different vision imperatives can develop along the same pathway of intersubjectification within the 
same language, resulting in the co-expression of demands for visual perception (1) to mental perception 
(2), and epistemic (3a) and social (3b) consideration.22 Moreover, I demonstrated that the source of the 
increasingly intersubjective meanings which vision imperatives develop over time should be found in 
the pragmatic side-effects which its earlier usages had in context. As such, these vision imperatives 
provide additional evidence that second person imperatives, because of their inherent intersubjective 
orientation (even in in their original meaning), can undergo further intersubjectification diachronically, 
from responsively intersubjective (i.e. eliciting action) to epistemic and social intersubjective meaning 
(cf. la Roi 2022 for with similar findings on another intersubjectified imperative). The following figure 
attempts to summarize the results of this study, where the side-effects which semantice into a new 
intersubjective meaning over time are marked by ~.  

 
Figure 1 The intersubjectification of vision imperatives through their side-effects 
 
Finally, I would like to point out that the apprehensional pathway seems to be co-expressed by vision 
imperatives cross-linguistically. To illustrate briefly, if one compares the bible translations in other 

 
22 This finding may suggest that this intersubjectification pathway could be cyclical within Greek. On cyclicity in 
grammar and discourse, see now the rich collection of diachronic studies in Hansen and Waltereit (2025).   



languages of example 21(=NT Ep.Gal. 5.15), we find that at least the following Indo-European 
languages co-express apprehensional meaning with vision imperatives: Dutch (kijk, HTB 2007), English 
(watch out, NIV 2011), Portugues (vede, ARC 2009), Swedish (se, SFB15 2015) and Italian (guardate, 
NR2006 2006).23 Other translations, on the other hand, opt for a more direct equivalent, such as 
Norwegian which has da er risikoen stor for at “that there is a great risk that” (LB 1988) or Spanish 
which has tengan cuidado “be careful” (RVC 2011).  
 
  

 
23 For this purpose, I checked the most recent translation which were made available on 
https://www.biblegateway.com/ [last accessed: 28/09/2023]. 
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