Emphatic Negation and the Potential Optative
 In his Syntax and Semantics of the Verb in Classical Greek, Rijksbaron remarks that the aorist optative + ἄν, combined with a form of οὐ, “expresses an emphatic negation: it is not even possible that the state of affairs should occur” (Rijksbaron 2002, p.41).  Rijksbaron is not alone in his opinion: Gildersleeve noted this use in his 1900 grammar (§442).  Smyth does not limit emphatic negation to the aorist, yet provides only a single aorist example (§1826a).  Kühner-Gerth, Schwyzer, and Goodwin are silent on the issue.  The first three authors show preference for the aorist tense in this construction, and therefore all three are misleading in their presentation of the negative potential optative.  Through a corpus study, I will show that the present optative is widely prevalent in this construction and furthermore that it can (and does) express emphatic negation just as well as the aorist optative.

Based on preliminary evidence from Herodotus, Lysias, Xenophon, and Plato, the negated potential optative is in fact more commonly found in the present tense than the aorist.  Furthermore, context suggests that the negation is meant emphatically and that the present was chosen over the aorist due to considerations of vocabulary or of aspect.  As a single example, consider Ariston’s reaction to the birth of his “son” Demaratus.  ὁ δὲ ἐπιστάμενός τε τὸν χρόνον τῷ ἠγάγετο τὴν γυναῖκα καὶ ἐπὶ δακτύλων συμβαλλόμενος τοὺς μῆνας, εἶπε ἀπομόσας· “οὐκ ἂν ἐμὸς εἴη.” -- Ariston, knowing the time of the marriage, counted up the months on his fingers and swore on oath, “It's not mine.” (Godley 1920, 6.63.2)  The aorist alternative, γένοιτο, would not convey the correct meaning.  Instead Herodotus uses the present and still manages to express Ariston’s strong rejection and emphatic denial of his paternity.  My goal in this paper is to present compelling evidence that the previous marginalization of the present potential optative under negation is misguided and to present a possible rationale for its distribution in ancient Greek writers.
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