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 The Oxford Corpus of Old Japanese (OCOJ) is an 

annotated digital corpus of all extant texts from the Old 

Japanese (OJ) period (7th and 8th century CE). 

 It consists of about 90,000 words. 

 Funding bodies: 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 People: 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 A poem (MYS.8.1606) 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 A  romanized version of poem (MYS.8.1606) 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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Introduction: The OCOJ 
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Introduction: The OCOJ 
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Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 Plain text view generated from the markup: 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 Glossed view showing constituency, generated 

from the markup: 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 Tree view generated from the markup: 

Introduction: The OCOJ 
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 More information can be found on the OCOJ 

webpage: http://vsarpj.orinst.ox.ac.uk/corpus/  
◦ A fully romanized version of all OJ texts 

◦ Markup and display conventions 

Introduction: The OCOJ 

http://vsarpj.orinst.ox.ac.uk/corpus/
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 This paper investigates logical subjects in several mood-

related constructions in central Old Japanese (OJ), the 

language of 8th century Japan. We focus on imperative, 

prohibitive and optative constructions, expressing the 

desire of the speaker for either the speaker or another 

entity to perform (or not) an event (or situation) (cf. 

Aikhenvald 2010, Bybee et al. 1994).  

 These forms have not been discussed in any detail for 

OJ. Previous literature (e.g., Frellesvig 2010, Vovin 2009) 

briefly describes them, but does not investigate the 

grammatical properties.  

Introduction: The present study 
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 OJ has several forms expressing these categories: 

 yuk- ‘go’: 

Introduction: The present study 
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 Imperative 

 Prohibitive 

 Optative 

The three mood forms 
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 Imperatives in OJ can have overt subjects, as well 

as appearing in a canonical structure without a 

subject. 

 OJ is an SOV language, but with somewhat free 

constituent order. 

 Imperatives in OJ can also be embedded. 

Imperatives 
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 Example of imperative with an overt subject, 

‘drizzle’: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 We come back to these overt subjects shortly. 

Imperatives 
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 Imperatives may be embedded with complementizer to, 

in two different types. One type retains a command 

interpretation, i.e., “(I said) do X!”: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 There are 31 tokens of the command type embedded 

construction. (232 main clause tokens) 

Imperatives 
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 The second type is a more infinitive-like interpretation and 

is used to mean “in order to do”: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 There are 30 examples of this type, 4 with overt subjects, but  all 

marked with accusative wo. As this is not strictly a mood 

construction, we do not discuss it further here. 

Imperatives 
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 Imperatives in OJ are also notable in showing a 

considerable proportion of overtly expressed 

subjects (and not just 2nd person subjects).  

 Of 263 imperative clauses (main and subordinate), 

104 have an overt subject. This ratio of 

approximately 40% overt subjects appears to be 

consistent with other clause-types in OJ. As a 

comparison, we consider exclamative clauses. 

Imperatives 
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 Example of an exclamative: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The OCOJ shows 611 main (600) and subordinate (11) 

clause exclamatives, of which 247 have overt subjects. 

So this is a ratio of just about 40% overt. 

Exclamatives – a comparison 
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 Prohibitives are a type of “negative imperative”. 

 A canonical prohibitive, with null subject: 

Prohibitives 
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 Example of prohibitive with overt subject: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 For prohibitives, the ratio of overt subjects is 

higher, 99/194 (51%). 

Prohibitives 



25 

 All languages have an imperative and a prohibitive 

(Sadock and Zwicky 1985), but not many have a 

dedicated optative; thus OJ is very interesting.  

 The optative is used to indicate the wish of a speaker for 

an event to occur, but there is no expectation on the part 

of the speaker that the logical subject will perform the 

event or situation; the optative expresses a desire while 

the imperative expresses a command.  

 Cross-linguistically, optatives can be expressed by means 

of an inflectional optative or by non-inflectional means. OJ 

has inflectional optatives. 

Optatives 
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 There are three types of optatives in OJ, depending 

on whether the logical subject is 1st, 2nd, or 3rd 

person: 

Optatives 
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 An example of an optative: 

Optatives 
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 The ratio of overt subjects in each type: 

Optatives 
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 There are many interesting aspects of OJ mood 

constructions; we focus on just two here:  
◦ the marking on overt subjects 

◦ overt subjects (of imperatives) as vocatives? 

Implications of these 

observations 
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 Case marking 

◦ A surprising aspect of the syntax of all the mood 

clauses is that there are no examples of overt subjects 

which are case marked.  

◦ Overt subjects in mood clauses may appear as bare 

NPs, or be marked by various kinds of discourse or 

emphasis markers, but none have the grammatical 

case that one would expect to find on subjects, which is 

actually Genitive in OJ.  

◦ Case marking on subjects in OJ developed from 

embedded structures, the source of the Genitive case 

marking.  

Observations from the data 
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 Case marking 

◦ While OJ has Accusative case, which works 

somewhat similarly to its modern counterpart in 

NJ, canonical Nominative marking on subjects 

only developed comparatively late, in late 

Middle Japanese. 

◦ Case marking and oblique marking in OJ mood 

clauses is as one would expect, except that 

subjects of these clauses never show Genitive 

case. 

Observations from the data 
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 Case marking: lots of potential hosts for case 
◦ ratios of null and overt subjects 

Observations from the data 
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 Case marking: 

◦ In our three mood types, the ratios of case marked 

overt subjects are as follows: 

‣ Imperative:  0/104 

‣ Prohibitive:  0/99 

‣ Optative:  0/42 

 Again using exclamatives as a comparison, 59 out of 247 

overt subjects are case marked (24%) – roughly 1 in 4. 

 So there is something to explain about why mood clauses 

do not show case-marked subjects. 

Observations from the data 
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 Are overt subjects vocatives? 

 In a recent study of imperative subjects, Zanuttini (2008) 

argues that in (say) English, overt subjects in examples 

like this are not vocatives: 

 

 [getting ready for a photo] Tall people stand in the  back, 

shorter people stand in the front! 

 

 Due to many grammatical differences, Zanuttini’s arguments 

do not carry over to OJ. However, we can argue that OJ 

mood clause subjects are not vocatives.  

Observations from the data 
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 The evidence is very direct – there is a vocative marker in OJ, and it 

appears exactly once in all the mood constructions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The logical subject of the imperative form ki-mase is opo-kimi yo 

(‘my lord VOC’), which is right-dislocated with respect to its clause, 

and therefore follows the predicate; the English translation shows this 

structure. This phrase ‘my lord’ is clearly not grammatically part of the 

rest of the example.  

Observations from the data 
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 What is significant is that this is the only instance of 

vocative marking on any of the overt subjects in our 

examples. We would surely expect to find many 

more examples of overt subjects marked with the 

overt vocative marker yo if they were indeed vocative 

phrases.  

 There are also quite a few examples of imperatives 

with right-dislocated subjects, 46 out of 263 

imperatives, but only this one example has the 

vocative marking. 

Observations from the data 
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 Mood constructions in OJ are notable: 

◦ Imperatives allow overt subjects. 

◦ Imperatives may be embedded. 

◦ Prohibitives allow overt subjects. 

◦ These overt subjects are not vocatives. 

◦ OJ has a set of dedicated optative forms. 

◦ All mood forms allow overt subjects, but these 

subjects are never case-marked as regular clausal 

subjects (in contrast to subjects of every other form of 

the predicate). 

Conclusions I 
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 What changed from OJ to NJ 

◦ The optative forms were replaced by other optative 

forms in EMJ, and then disappeared. NJ has a 

(grammatically) unrelated ‘desiderative’ form.  

◦ The imperative and the prohibitive with post-verbal 

na remain in NJ. The other prohibitive forms are 

lost. 

◦ The imperative is not embedded in NJ. 

Conclusions II 
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 What changed from OJ to NJ 

◦ Overt subjects of imperatives and prohibitives in NJ 

can be case marked:  

Conclusions II 
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 What changed from OJ to NJ 

◦ Overt subjects of imperatives and prohibitives in NJ 

can be case marked:  

Conclusions II 
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 Further work 

◦ A better understanding of the syntax and semantics of 

OJ mood forms, as to why subjects cannot be case-

marked. 

◦ A better understanding of why imperatives in OJ can be 

embedded (the OCOJ only shows 2 examples of 

embedded prohibitives, and 1 optative). 

◦ Investigation of other grammatical properties of mood 

clauses: constituent order, cooccurrence with other 

clausal marking (e.g., perfective, passive). 

Conclusions III 
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