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Abstract 
In this paper I use the history of insubordinate wishes in Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – VI 
CE) to gain more insights into the underexplored connections between morphosyntactic 
stability and change, on the one hand, and register and context of use, on the other hand. First, 
I provide an overview of which forms of insubordinate wish constructions were used in which 
periods and detail which different diachronic processess change the form and meaning of these 
constructions. Next, I identify the different motivations for speakers to use innovative 
insubordinate patterns or to ‘recontinue’ insubordinate patterns from earlier periods (especially 
when they were not used elsewhere synchronically anymore). Finally, I conclude that the 
findings of this study urge us to move away from teleological narratives of Post-Classical Greek 
morphosyntax as the linear developmental stage towards Modern Greek. 
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1. How to correlate morphosyntactic stability, innovation and register in Post-Classical 
Greek  
One of the major aims of scholars working on the history of the Greek language has been to fill 
in the gaps in our knowledge of different diachronic varieties of Greek. Influenced by the 
narratives found in linguistic histories, the most common approach taken by scholars is to 
identify which changes differentiate diachronic varieties across different levels (e.g. 
phonological, lexical and syntactical), as has been done for Post-Classical Greek (cf. Horrocks 
2010). In the domain of subordination, one of the continuous topics of research on Post-
Classical Greek has for example been the changes to the complementation system (cf. Bentein 
2018 and Joseph 2020). While this approach yields many relevant results, I would like show in 
this contribution that it lacks some attention to three questions which we should be seeking to 
answer about the history of Post-Classical Greek morphosyntax: 

I. What is the role of morphosyntactic stability in the different periods of Post-Classical 
Greek? 

II. What are the motivations for stability and innovation to take place in specific periods 
and texts? 

III. How can register and context of use be correlated with stability and innovation? 

The first question reshifts our focus to the role of stability in diachrony, the second question 
points our attention to the motivations for stability and change, an approach commonly taken 
by historical sociolinguists (Hickey 2012), and, lastly, the third question expands our scope 
beyond the role of specific registers and varieties for innovations only in Post-Classical Greek 
(cf. Bentein and Janse 2021).  



The complexity of answering these three questions for any specific morphosyntactic 
subdomain of Post-Classical Greek can be illustrated if we consider the reasons why we can 
more easily answer these questions for specific constructions in modern languages. Let us 
therefore consider the two wish expressions in example 1 and 2 below.  
 
(1) “Ah, to be young and feel love’s keen sting”  
 
(2) “Wish you were here” 
 
Without knowing the exact context in which these wishes were uttered, the modern reader may 
feel that the first wish is more ‘poetic’ and ‘archaic’ than the second. Apart from the subject 
matter of wish (1), this ‘feeling’ is grounded in linguistic intuitions, as we, perhaps consciously, 
flag the uncommon use of “Ah” in combination with the now rather uncommon exclamative 
use of the infinitive “to be”. As for wish (2), we can use that wish without raising eyebrows 
nowadays, which would explain its relatively straightforward interpretation. Once we allow for 
interpretative context, however, the reader can better understand this ‘feeling’ about wish (1) 
and explain it as originating in Dumbledore’s archaic and poetic form of speech from Harry 
Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. In other words, the so-called context of use accounts for the 
use of relatively archaic language. This confirms that the register of the language which a 
speaker uses can be decoded by unpacking different situational variables of context of use (see 
Biber and Conrad 2019, 40 for an influential account of ‘context of use’). In the context of 
reference to cultural knowledge, the significance of wish (2) will also become slightly more 
transparent, namely as a potential reference to Pink Floyd’s well-known song Wish you were 
here. In other words, because we have access to more information about the use of these wishes, 
we can decode the effect and purpose of these wish expressions, that is, by combining 
information on role played by the following factors:  

(i) the synchronic use of the wish structure or its components,  
(ii) the diachrony of the wish structure or components,  
(iii) the speaker’s social identity and relation with the addressee,  
(iv) the setting of the context of use (e.g. time and place shared by participants or not), 

and  
(v) the communicative purpose of the speaker.  

In this contribution, I would like to suggest that we can reach such levels of linguistic 
sensitivity in interpreting the morphosyntax of wishes in Post-Classical Greek as well, once we 
systematically asses these factors. This can be illustrated briefly with an example from Post-
Classical Greek; the following so-called insubordinate wish structure occurs in Diodorus 
Siculus, a wish which he lets Croesus utter, the Lydian king. Insubordination refers to the 
diachronic process whereby formally subordinate constructions which were syntactically and 
discursively dependent  (Evans 2007, 367; D’Hertefelt 2018). A cross-linguistically common 
example is the use of a conditional subordinate clause, e.g. εἰ in Ancient Greek, si in Latin or 
Wenn in German (la Roi 2021, 7; 2022a, 35–40) which was syntactically subordinate and 
inherited its illocutionary force from the matrix clause, but became both syntactically and 
discursively independent in expressing a wish.1 As discussed in la Roi (2021, 22–23) and in 

 
1 For the impact of insubordination on the history of Greek, see la Roi (2021; forthcb).  



section 2 and 3 below, the insubordinate use of Εἴθε γάρ is an innovation of Early Post-Classical 
Greek2 which Croesus could not have used.  

 
(3) Εἴθε γάρ τις πείσειε νησιώτας σὺν ἵπποις παρατάξασθαι Λυδοῖς.3 (Diod.Sic. 9.25.1) 
[Croesus:] Would that someone could persuade the islanders to fight against the Lydians on 
horseback!4 
 
In fact, in Herodotus’ Ionic Greek the wish uses the insubordinate wish form common to his 
(literary) dialect, αἲ γὰρ: Hdt. 1.27 αἲ γὰρ τοῦτο θεοὶ ποιήσειαν ἐπὶ νόον νησιώτῃσι, ἐλθεῖν ἐπὶ 
Λυδῶν παῖδας σὺν ἵπποισι ‘Would that the gods would put this in the heads of the islanders, to 
come on horseback against the sons of the Lydians’. I have suggested that Diodorus gives 
Croesus’ language a linguistic upgrade5 (in the diastratic sense to upgrade its prestige6), as it 
were, since this innovative use seem to have originated in the higher registers of Early Post-
Classical Greek (i.e. Callimachus’ poems or Apollonius Rhodius’ epic).7 As such, the use of 
this construction becomes significant from a socio-pragmatic perspective, because Diodorus’ 
choice to let Croesus use Εἴθε γάρ construes the higher social identity of the king. Moreover, I 
have pointed out (2022d, 212) that we possess relevant metalinguistic sources that can help us 
interpret this pattern from a diachronic perspective as well: Moeris, who wrote an Atticistic 
lexicon on which forms to use and avoid in the Middle Post-Classical Greek period (see Hansen 
1998), classifies the use of this construction as κοινόν. This is different from insubordinate εἰ 
γάρ which he labels Ἀττικοί. As such, he seems to indicate that the construction does not belong 
to Attic, which is in keeping with the corpus evidence (see section 3.4 for further discussion). 
In sum, by combining and contrasting the diachronic distributions of insubordinate wish 
expressions, we can get much closer to understanding the specific motivations for Post-
Classical Greek morphosyntactic patterns.  

Moreover, we should not only ask whether innovative structures have associations with 
specific registers or contexts of use, but also whether stable structures had or retained such 
associations through time. To illustrate, in a letter by James Howell from the early 17th century 
we can already find the expression ‘wish you were here’ in use: “no more now, but that i heartily 
wish you were here with me, and i beleeve you would not desire to be a good while in England” 
(source: Early English Books online). Yet, on the face of it, the fact that this expression had 
already been used before does not mean that then and now the expression is associated with the 
same register. Rather, the contextual factors of use are similar in the use from the 17th and the 
20th century, such as the private setting, its use to express stance, and the close personal 
relationship between participants. I therefore suggest that we ought to incorporate the socio-
pragmatic significance which morphosyntactic stability in Post-Classical Greek may have, 
especially given the large variety of stable as well as changed insubordinate wish structures in 

 
2 I use the periodization into Early (III – I BCE), Middle (I – III CE) and Late (IV – VI CE) Post-Classical 
Greek, as proposed by Lee (2007, 113). 
3 The texts used in this contribution are those that can be found in the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG), 
https://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/, for literary texts and on papyri.info for papyri.  
4 If not mentioned otherwise, the translations of the examples are based on the available Loeb translations online: 
https://www.loebclassics.com/.  
5 See Bentein (2021) for further examples of linguistic upgrading in Post-Classical Greek.  
6 See la Roi (forthca) for a discussion of prestige within the context of language change from ‘above’ and 
‘below’. 
7 See Bentein (2013) for an overview of the research on different registers in Post-Classical Greek.  



Post-Classical Greek (cf. table 1 below), on the one hand, and the preservative impact of 
diglossia on Post-Classical Greek morphosyntax (see esp. Horrocks 2010), on the other hand. 
One important reason that questions of morphosyntactic stability have not been investigated to 
a great extent is that Post-Classical Greek morphosyntax is often studied through a teleological 
lens, that is, focusing on how the loss and creation of specific constructions in Post-Classical 
Greek ultimately follows the trail towards the ‘goal’ situation in Modern Greek as a linear 
evolutionary trajectory (la Roi 2020b, 230–31). However, there is growing evidence that the 
history of Post-Classical Greek morphosyntax cannot be written like this, for example in the 
stability as well as innovation of the Post-Classical Greek optative (la Roi subm.), the 
transmission of contact-induced uses of counterfactuals and habituals from the Septuagint to 
the New Testament (la Roi forthc. b)8, and the continuity and change of insubordinate structures 
in Post-Classical Greek (as shown below). In fact, εἴθε only still occurs in combination with 
insubordinate να in archaizing contexts in Modern Greek (see la Roi forthc.a), making 
comparisons with the independent use of εἴθε in Post-Classical Greek tenuous. 

This contribution is structured as follows: in section 2, I provide a historical overview of 
insubordinate wish constructions in Post-Classical Greek; in section 3 I contextualize various 
insubordinate strategies in Early, Middle and Late Post-Classical Greek by assessing their usage 
against diachronic distributions, register and contextual characteristics of use; section 4 
concludes the contribution. The data for section 2 mostly comes from the secondary literature, 
whereas the data for section 3 stems from an exhaustive corpus analysis of the data for literary 
and documentary texts, as discussed at the start of section 3.    

 
2. The history of Post-Classical Greek insubordinate wishes  
Before moving to the history of insubordinate wishes, we should consider the place of 
insubordinate wishes within the wider wish system of Post-Classical Greek. There is a long-
standing idea in Ancient Greek grammatical scholarship that the wish optative had long been 
under pressure from replacements such as subjunctives or imperatives which in Post-Classical 
Greek simply take over functions of the wish optative (Radermacher 1925, 160; Turner 1963, 
119–20; Blass and Debrunner 1990, 311; Schwyzer and Debrunner 1950, 338). Yet, as I have 
suggested recently (subm.), this ‘explanation’ seems to be more of an ad-hoc ‘solution’, 
especially since nobody actually demonstrated the purported equivalence of these alternatives 
to the wish optative. Moreover, I showed that, though there are forms which are linguistically 
a true alternative for a use of the wish optative, such as the performative wishes in example 4, 
these are actually uncommon in the corpus evidence for Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – VI 
CE). In other words, even such a close alternative does not seem to replace the wish optative 
diachronically.  
 
(4) πρὸ πάντων σε εὔχομαι ⟦σε⟧ ὑγιαίνειν (SB.10.10278, 2, 114-119 AD, official letter) 
Greetings! Above all I wish that you are well. 
 
Moreover, when we take the perspective of ‘loss’ or ‘decline’ of the optative (cf. McKay 1993), 
we inevitably lose sight of the persistence, innovation and formulaicity of usages of the wish 
optative. To illustrate briefly, example 5 uses the wish optative to wish someone well just like 
it could in Classical Greek (see the overview in la Roi 2020a, 220), whereas example 6 shows 

 
8 See Evans (2001), Tjen (2010) and Lavidas (2022) for further discussion of the impact of written language 
contact on Post-Classical Greek.  



the creation of a formula which becomes highly frequent in the papyri (e.g. 245 of the 336 
wishes in Middle Post-Classical Greek, i.e. 73%).9  
 
(5) σοὶ δὲ γίνοιτο ἀνθʼ ὧν πρὸς τὸ θεῖον ὁσίως διάκ[ει]σαι (Upz.1.36, 21-22, 161 BCE, 
petition)  
May you receive in return for your pious acts towards the divine 
 
(6) καὶ μηδὲν διεψεῦσθαι ἢ ἔνοχος εἴην τῷ ὅρκωι (Cpr.23.12., 228-229 AD, 11-12, 
declaration) 
And to deceive in no way or may I be found guilty of breaking the oath 
 

Turning now to the history of insubordinate wishes in Post-Classical Greek, their 
developments form a complex web of evolutions. First of all, we can distinguish three 
interrelated constructional groups of insubordinate wish constructions:  

(i) infinitival insubordinate constructions,  
(ii) conditional insubordinate constructions, and  
(iii) complement insubordinate constructions.  

Example 7 illustrates an insubordinate use of the infinitive, not in its already existing usage as 
a directive or exclamative (see la Roi forthc.c) but as a wish. Note that the infinitive does not 
depend on a matrix clause verb, but is not only syntactically but also discursively independent. 
As shown by the next example, this insubordinate use of the infinitive is productive for other 
verb lemmas as well: ὑγιαίνειν, common in wishes for good health, is now used in an 
insubordinate wish construction. 

 
(7) [Πτολε]μαῖος Διόσ[δο]τος Ἀγάθων Ἀλέξανδρος 
[   ̣  ̣  ̣  ̣ ]̣ Πετεσοῦχος καὶ Ἀπόλλων Ὥρ[ωι] 
[   ̣  ̣  ̣ ]̣ητου χαίρειν. (P.Gurob 15, 1-3, III BCE, receipt) 
Ptolemy Diosdotos Agathon Alexander Petesouchos and Apollo [of X] wish to greet Horos.  
 
(8) Ἀρτεμίδωρος Ἀλεξάνδρωι τῶι ἀδελφῶι χαίρειν καὶ ὑγιαίνειν (BGU.14.2419, 1-2, 1 BCE, 
business letter) 
Artemidoros greets his brother Alexander and wishes that he is well 
 
Since conditional insubordinate constructions have already been illustrated in section 1 above, 
I limit myself here to one other example: in example 9, we find a discursively independent use 
of ὡς, which was originally used as a complementizer, but was used to introduce insubordinate 
wishes from Archaic Greek onwards (la Roi 2021, 24–27). The use of the insubordinate 
construction in a context of reported speech testifies to its discursive independence, as the 
reported wish, pragmatically, stands alone as a report of what someone said. In fact, 
insubordinate constructions are elsewhere in reported speech as well, not only in Post-Classical 
Greek (as illustrated at length below) but also in the history of Latin (la Roi 2022a).   

 
9 This formula is based on the same pragmatic principle as a group of non-standard wishes which we already find 
in Classical Greek, viz. May I die if X = Certainly not X (see la Roi 2024 with further references and the 
example of E. IA 1005-1007 “if I lie, may I die”). In the formula from Post-Classical Greek, the awful prospect 
of breaking the oath is the source of support for the speaker that no lie is uttered.  



 
(9)  λέγει γὰρ ἐπιεικῶς πυκνὰ 
“ὡς τὸν φράσαντα ταῦτά μοι κακὸν κακῶς 
ὁ Ζεὺς ἀπολέσαι.” (Men. Epit. 423-425) 
Again, you see, he calls on Zeus ‘smash 
to bits that blasted blabbermouth!’ 
 

Second, the insubordinate construction markers over time undergo what I call 
insubordinator fusion: two separate markers, which were used to introduce an insubordinate 
wish clause, are fused together to make a novel constructional pattern. As shown by examples 
10 and 11, this phenomenon took place in Early as well Middle Post-Classical Greek. The 
insubordinate patterns α/εἴθε γάρ are a fusion of α/εἴθε and α/εἰ γάρ (see la Roi 2021, 2–22 for 
their history until Post-Classical Greek), with example 10 illustrating the insubordinate use of 
αἴθε γάρ, as εἴθε γάρ had been discussed already in section 1.  

 
(10) αἴθε γάρ, ὡς Θησῆι τότε ξυναρέσσατο Μίνως ἀμφ’ αὐτῆς, ὧς ἄμμι πατὴρ τεὸς ἄρθμιος 
εἴη.” (A. R. 3.1101) 
Would that, just as Minos back then came to an agreement with Theseus over her, so might 
your father be on our side. 
 
Example 11 shows the merger of another insubordinate set: ὡς (cf. ex. 9) and εἴθε in Middle 
Post-Classical Greek.  
 
(11) ὡς εἴθε καὶ τῶν ἄλλων ἀνεκόπησαν τότε αἱ τόλμαι εὐθὺς ἀρξαμένων παρανομεῖν (Luc. 
Jud. Voc. 4) 
If only the others had been thwarted in their audacity long ago, when they first began to be 
law-breakers! 
 

Third, some insubordinate strategies seem to undergo reinforcement, as εἴθε, which 
before was not found the modal particle, is now also found with the modal particle. According 
to Narrog and Heine (2021, 140), reinforcement refers to the “mechanism whereby a 
grammatical marker A is supported by some additional expression B ‘strenghthening’ the 
meaning of A, the new marker thus being AB”. In the case of the insubordinate use in example 
12, the addition of the modal particle may be seen as a reinforcement of the modal value of the 
construction. This reinforcement may have its origins in an analogical process; not only has the 
modal particle been added analogically to an already modal construction before (see la Roi 
2022c, 122–26 for the analogical use of the modal particle with already counterfactual modal 
verbs in Classical Greek), but the standard synchronic use of the modal particle in 
counterfactual apodoses in Early and Middle Post-Classical Greek (see la Roi forthc. b)10 may 

 
10 I would like to note here that this contradicts existing suggestions in the literature that the modal particle had 
already been dropped from counterfactual apodoses (e.g. Horrocks 1995; 2010). As shown in la Roi (forthc), 
those cases where the modal particle is dropped from a non-modal verb in the past indicative are the result of 
contact-induced change, as they are only found in the Septuagint translation and the New Testament, which 
preserves written language contact features. Rather, the modal particle is found in counterfactual apodoses with 
non-modal verbs in the papyri and literary text from Early and Middle Post-Classical Greek, including in the 
Septuagint and the New Testament. 



have been felt as a norm which should be followed for counterfactual insubordinate wishes as 
well.  

 
(12) καὶ εἴθε γε κἂν ἐκείνου εἰς κόρον ἦν πιεῖν, νῦν δὲ 
πολλάκις αἰτήσαντος ὁ παῖς “οὐδ’ ἀΐοντι ἔοικεν.” (Luc. Merc. Cond. 26.40-45) 
If only you might have had your fill now, even of that! But as things are, though you ask for 
it repeatedly, the page “hath not even the semblance of hearing”! 
 
As for example 13, the insubordinate use of εἴθε γὰρ is fused with the complement 
insubordinator ὡς as well as being reinforced by the modal particle, thus displaying two 
features of change.  
 
(13) πλὴν τοσαῦτα περὶ τῆς σαρκὸς τοῦ σωτῆρος εἰπὼν οὐδ’ αὐτὴν ἡμῖν φυλάττει σώαν· ὡς 
εἴθε γὰρ κἂν εἰς αὐτὴν τὸν εὐσεβῆ διετήρει λογισμόν. νυνὶ δὲ μετὰ πάντα τὰ περὶ αὐτῆς 
αὐτῷ λελεγμένα ἐπὶ συντελείᾳ τῶν αἰώνων καταλείπεσθαι αὐτὴν ἔρημον τοῦ λόγου 
ἀποφαίνεται γράφων οὕτως  (Eus. De Ecc. Th. 3.8.1.2) 
Nevertheless, having said so many things about the flesh of the Savior, he does not preserve it 
safe and sound for us. If only he had maintained the pious manner of thinking about it! 
Now, after he has said all these things about [the flesh], he declares that at the consummation 
of the ages it [will] be left behind, devoid of the Word, writing in this way 
  

Fourth, we find that insubordinate constructions undergo mood extensions: εἴθε κἂν 
ἀκούσῃς in example 14 is a novel combination with the subjunctive and εἴθε is innovatively 
combined with the subjunctive in example 15. 

 
(14) ἀλλ’ εἴθε κἂν ἀκούσῃς, ἵνα καὶ σὺ πεισθῇς ὡς ὁ ἅγιος Παῦλος. (Athanasius, Historia 
Arianorum 39.4) 
May you hear [it], so that you might obey as the holy Paul did. (my translation) 
 
(15) ὁ δὲ εἶπεν·«εἴθε ἄξιοι γενώμεθα γενέσθαι τὴν οἰκίαν ἡμῶν τοῦ θεοῦ αὐτοῦ οἰκητήριον.» 
(Acta Phil. 5.9.4)  
And he said: May we be worthy for our house to become the house of god himself 
 
Example 16 illustrates the innovative use of αἴθε with a counterfactual indicative, 
demonstrating that Theocritus, an Early Post-Classical Greek poet who adopted more spoken-
like features (Adrados 2005, 118), used αἴθε like εἴθε had come to be used by Classical Greek 
times  (see the overview in la Roi 2021, 21-22), as αἴθε could not be used with the past indicative 
in Archaic Greek. Yet, since the usage of αἴθε and αἲ γάρ has a particularly complex 
developmental trajectory in Post-Classical Greek (e.g. αἴθε also developing a usage with the 
subjunctive), I postpone the discussion of these insubordinators to section 3.  
 
(16) αἴθ’ ἦς μοι ῥοικόν τι λαγωβόλον, ὥς τυ πάταξα. (Theoc. Id. 4.49) 
I wish I’d a stick to get you with 
 

Fifth and finally, we find signs that insubordinate constructions are becoming heavily 
conventionalized, because they are starting to be used as a communicative short-hand for a wish 
(cf. English If only), even lacking a main verb. In Post-Classical Greek, such examples can be 



found for the in Middle and Late Post-Classical Greek, in both the papyri (cf. example 17) and 
literary texts (cf. example 18 and 19). Note that in example 18, a main verb form of ‘be’ can be 
inferred from the usage context, whereas this seems impossible for the two in example 19.  
 
(17) ἔτι [περ]ιόντος τοῦ [μα]καρί[ου μου] υ̣ἱ̣οῦ̣̣ Γεροντίο̣υ τὸ τουνομ̣̣α(̣=ὄνομα) [συ]νῆ̣λ̣θεν, 
ὡς εἴθε 
μήποτε, πρὸς̣ γάμου κοινωνίαν̣ [γυ]ναικὶ Νόννᾳ θυγ(ατρὶ) Ἀνν̣ο̣ῦ̣̣το̣ς̣̣ ἀπὸ τῆς αὐτῆς κώμης. 
(P.Sakaon.48.4-5, petition, IV AD) 
With my blessed son Gerontios still alive, his name joined, if only ever, in the union of 
marriage with the woman Nona, daughter of Annotos, from the same village 
 
(18) ἐπειδὴ καὶ ὁ βασιλεὺς τὴν ἐπώνυμον Ἀθηναίοις ἦρξεν “εἴθε” ἔφη “καὶ ἐν Παναθηναίοις 
(Philostr. Vita Ap. 8.16.5-6) 
since the emperor too had been eponymous magistrate at Athens, Apollonius said, “If only it 
had been at the Panathenaea.” 
 
(19) Εἴθε καὶ ἡμεῖς, ὦ πάτερ.— Εἴθε γάρ, ὧ τέκνον· (Corpus Hermeticum Κλείς 5.5) 
If only also we, father – if only, son 
 

Summarizing, these wish constructions undergo different diachronic processes in Post-
Classical which shape their morphosyntax and pragmatics: 

1. Insubordination (e.g. the creation of novel insubordinate infinitive constructions 
in Early Post-Classical Greek) 

2. Insubordinator fusion (e.g. α/εἴθε γάρ in Early and ὡς εἴθε in Middle Post-
Classical Greek) 

3. Reinforcement with the modal particle (e.g. (ὡς) εἴθε + ἄν in Middle Post-
Classical Greek) 

4. Mood extensions to subjunctive and/or future (e.g. α/εἴθε + subjunctive in Late 
Post-Classical Greek) 

5. Conventionalization as short-hand (e.g. ὡς εἴθε in Middle Post-Classical Greek) 

The most conspicuous result which can be gleaned from this brief overview is that conditional 
insubordinate wishes change the most in Post-Classical Greek in comparison with infinitival 
and complement insubordinate wishes. As signalled above as well, this may be in part because 
complement subordinate wishes with ἵνα are created comparatively late, in Middle Post-
Classical Greek (la Roi 2021, 28–29)11, and insubordinate infinitival wishes are linked in 
particular to the papyri (la Roi forthc.c). For this reason, I will focus on conditional 
insubordinate wishes in section 3, as they provide the most evidence for potential links with 
register and socio-pragmatic identity.  
 
3. Correlating morphosyntactic stability and innovation with register and context of use 
In table 1 below, I provide a complete overview of the different morphosyntactic configurations 
of conditional insubordinate wish strategies in the history of Greek, from Archaic (abbreviated 
as ARG) to Late Post-Classical Greek (i.e. LPG). This overview is based on a complete analysis 

 
11 See la Roi (forthcb) for a full overview of the insubordinate uses of ἵνα (and later να) from Post-Classical to 
Modern Greek.   



of all the forms of conditional insubordinate wish constructions found in the literary texts (using 
lemmatized searches in the TLG) and in the documentary papyri (using Trismegistos Words). 
The shading shows the presence of a construction in this period, whereas the absence of shading 
indicates its absence in the data. There is of course a chance that we might lack some attestions 
for a pattern because of the number of texts to our disposal. At the same time, I would argue 
that we can gain a better insight into the productivity of specific variations of an insubordinate 
pattern by comparing this variation with other variations of the same insubordinate pattern 
within the same period and across different periods (i.e. does the innovation catch on or is it a 
‘dead end’, a term used by Bentein 2017). In addition to being able to observe a large set of 
different morphosyntactic innovations (e.g. changes in mood combinations), this overview 
provides us with a roadmap for contextualizing the usage of conditional insubordinate wishes. 
For example, the overview shows clear gaps between attestations (e.g. with εἰ or αἴθε) which 
could either suggest that an older form has been developed again or consciously chosen to be 
continued (cf. e.g. below on the reuse of epic wishes).  
Insubordinator Modal form ARG CLG  EPG MPG LPG 

εἰ optative      
past indicative      

εἰ γάρ optative      
ὤφελ(λ)ον + infinitive      
ὤφελ(λ)ον without infinitive      
past indicative      
ὤφελ(λ)ον + past indicative       
ὤφελ(λ)ον + optative      

αἲ γάρ optative      
ὤφελ(λ)ον + infinitive      
infinitive      

αἴθε optative      
ὤφελ(λ)ον + infinitive      
ὤφελ(λ)ον + past indicative      
past indicative      
subjunctive/future      

αἴθε γάρ optative      
past indicative      

εἴθε optative      
ὤφελ(λ)ον + infinitive      
past indicative      
infinitive      
past indicative + modal particle      
ἵνα + subjunctive      
absence of main verb      
subjunctive      
optative + modal particle      
subjunctive/future + modal particle      

εἴθε γάρ optative      
past indicative      
absence of main verb      

ὡς εἴθε optative      
past indicative      



absence of main verb      
past indicative + modal particle      

ὡς εἴθε γὰρ past indicative + modal particle      
Table 1 Diachronic distributions of conditional insubordinate wishes 
 
Yet, what is of greater importance is in which specific registers and contexts of use these 
conditional insubordinate wishes are found. In other words, I seek to answer the question which 
conditional insubordinate wishes are found across different text types and registers and which 
are found only in specific contexts of use. In what follows I present five case studies in which 
I investigate potential correlations between morphosyntactic stability and change, on the one 
hand, and contextual characteristics of use and register, on the other hand. The case studies of 
insubordinate constructions are built up as follows: (1) εἰ & εἰ γάρ, (2) αἲ γάρ, αἴθε and αἴθε 
γάρ (3) εἴθε, (4) εἴθε γάρ, and (5) ὡς εἴθε. 
 
3.1 Insubordinate εἰ & εἰ γάρ in Post-Classical Greek 
With regard insubordinate wishes with εἰ and εἰ γάρ, we can first of all observe functional loss 
and stability. In terms of loss, we do not find εἰ γάρ with the past indicative anymore to introduce 
counterfactual wishes, as we do in Classical Greek (la Roi 2021; 2022b). By contrast, the 
elliptical short-hand use of εἰ γὰρ ὤφελεν “if only!” from Classical Greek to complain that 
something is not the case is also found in the Early Post-Classical Greek of Menander, viz. 
Men. Epitr. 954. In a different way, εἰ is not used to make insubordinate wishes in Post-Classical 
Greek (as in Archaic Greek), even though we find one example which may seem to come close. 
In example 20, one might want to interpret the εἰ clause as a counterfactual insubordinate wish 
(i.e. if only you had known on this day what would bring you peace!), but both the context of 
use and the contrastive evidence from Post-Classical Greek are arguments against this: on the 
one hand, Jesus seems to simply leave his thought unfinished, and, on the other hand, there are 
no other certain examples of this construction from any of the other periods of Post-Classical 
Greek. Therefore, it is better interpreted as a counterfactual conditional protasis for which the 
corresponding apodosis is left implicit.  
 
(20) Καὶ ὡς ἤγγισεν, ἰδὼν τὴν πόλιν ἔκλαυσεν ἐπ’ αὐτήν,  λέγων ὅτι Εἰ ἔγνως ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ 
ταύτῃ καὶ 
σὺ τὰ πρὸς εἰρήνην—νῦν δὲ ἐκρύβη ἀπὸ ὀφθαλμῶν σου. (NT Ev.Luc. 19.41-42) 
As he approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said, “If you, even you, had 
only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes. 
 

Furthermore, we find innovations that do not spread further throughout Post-Classical 
Greek, since they are contact-induced innovations in a, generally speaking, high register poetic 
text, the book of Job in the Septuagint (see Dhont 2018).12 To my knowledge, the following 
innovative constructions have not been discussed yet, even though they provide welcome 
confirmation of the non-teleological trajectories of morphosyntactic change in the history of 
Greek. The innovative usage of εἰ γὰρ ὄφελον with a past indicative in 21 and with an optative 
in 22 is the result of the written translation context of the Biblical Hebrew; since the Greek is a 

 
12 For the transmission of contact-induced changes from the Septuagint to the New Testament, however, see la 
Roi (forthc).  



literary attempt at representing source constructions for which Greek lacks complete parallels13, 
it uses constructions in both examples which for Greek are innovative from a historical point 
of view (cf. table 1 above). At the same time, the use of a conditional insubordinate marker with 
another finite verbal form (cf. table above) as well as a form of ὄφελον with another finite verbal 
form (Revuelta Puigdollers 2017, 182–83) is found in Early Post-Classical Greek, pointing out 
that this innovative pattern also still lies within the morphosyntactic possibilities for that period. 

 
(21) εἰ γὰρ ὄφελον ἐν ᾅδῃ με ἐφύλαξας, 
ἔκρυψας δέ με, ἕως ἂν παύσηταί σου ἡ ὀργὴ 
καὶ τάξῃ μοι χρόνον, ἐν ᾧ μνείαν μου ποιήσῃ. (LXX Job 14.13) 
If only you hid me in Hades, so that you would conceal me until your wrath is past, that you 
would appoint me a set time, and remember me! 
 
(22) οἶδα γὰρ ὅτι θάνατός με ἐκτρίψει· 
οἰκία γὰρ παντὶ θνητῷ γῆ. 
εἰ γὰρ ὄφελον δυναίμην ἐμαυτὸν χειρώσασθαι, 
ἢ δεηθείς γε ἑτέρου, καὶ ποιήσει μοι τοῦτο. (LXX Job 30.23-24) 
I know that death will crush me, for earth is home to every mortal. Oh that I might be able to 
lay hands on myself or, at least, entreat another, and he will do it for me 
 

In addition, there are instances where insubordinate εἰ γὰρ seems to be recontinue a use 
in a way that was not available elsewhere synchronically, implying that there actually may have 
been a type of gap in attestation in the table. In example 23, the insubordinate εἰ γὰρ wish with 
the optative in the poetical book of Job is the only occurrence that we find in Early Post-
Classical Greek. The context of use is very specific, since Job uses it to wish that God tests him 
almost to death.  

 
(23) εἰ γὰρ δῴη, καὶ ἔλθοι μου ἡ αἴτησις, καὶ τὴν ἐλπίδα μου δῴη ὁ κύριος. ἀρξάμενος ὁ 
κύριος τρωσάτω με, εἰς τέλος δὲ μή με ἀνελέτω. εἴη δέ μου πόλις τάφος, ἐφ’ ἧς ἐπὶ τειχέων 
ἡλλόμην ἐπ’ αὐτῆς, οὐ μὴ φείσωμαι· οὐ γὰρ ἐψευσάμην ῥήματα ἅγια θεοῦ μου. (LXX Job 6.8-
10) 
“O that he would be willing, and my request proceed, and the Lord would grant my hope. 
Let the lorg begin by wounding me, but let him not kill me outright. And may my city, whose 
walls I used to leap upon, be my grave- I will not spare myself, for I did not belie the holy words 
of my God.  
 
In socio-pragmatic terms, we are dealing with a highly asymmetrical social relationship. He 
uses εἰ γὰρ, which was the minority option in Classical Greek to introduce a desperate wish and 
is almost completely limited to the elevated language of drama (la Roi 2020a, 235–37 for 
examples; 2021, 22 for statistics). It seems that the translator sought to give his translation a 
specific connotation by employing this wish, in order to upgrade the register of the passage by 
repurposing higher register language for emotional effects.   

 
13 For example, in the source text of example 21 the Hebrew uses an interrogative structure to make a wish, a 
construction which is therefore sometimes rendered literally in the Septuagint with an interrogative and an 
optative in the Greek. On the latter, see Lee (2018).   



Similarly, we find insubordinate εἰ γὰρ wishes with the optative in only two of all Middle 
Post-Classical Greek texts (viz. Lucian and Longus), where their use seems to have a contextual 
motivation. The instances in Lucian are limited to the Hermotimus, a dialogue of philosophical 
dispute between rivalling schools. This dialogue is full of allusions to Platonic Athens, as it 
thematizes the arduous road to knowledge that students of philosophy have to take (see Hunter 
2012, 1–24). It is unlikely to be due to chance that we find these two wishes in Lucian’s 
Hermotimus and even more so that we find them only in wishes with reference to acquiring the 
high form of philosophical knowledge, cf. ex. 24 where Hermotimus wishes to ascend 
(ἀνελθεῖν) to that knowledge.14  
 
(24) Lycinus Παπαῖ, ὦ Ἑρμότιμε, ἡλίκους ἡμᾶς ἀποφαίνεις οὐδὲ κατὰ τοὺς Πυγμαίους 

ἐκείνους, ἀλλὰ χαμαιπετεῖς παντάπασιν ἐν χρῷ τῆς γῆς. εἰκότως—ὑψηλὰ γὰρ 
ἤδη φρονεῖς καὶ ἄνωθεν· ἡμεῖς δὴ ὁ συρφετὸς καὶ ὅσοι χαμαὶ ἐρχόμενοι ἐσμέν, 
μετὰ τῶν θεῶν καὶ ὑμᾶς προσευξόμεθα ὑπερνεφέλους γενομένους καὶ 
ἀνελθόντας οἷ πάλαι σπεύδετε. 

Hermotimus Εἰ γὰρ γένοιτο καὶ ἀνελθεῖν, ὦ Λυκῖνε. ἀλλὰ πάμπολυ τὸ λοιπόν. (Luc. Herm. 
5) 

Lycinus Goodness, Hermotimus! How small you make us, not even as big as pygmies! 
Utter groundlings crawling over the earth’s surface. It’s not surprising—your 
mind is already away up above; and we, the whole trashy lot of us ground-
crawlers, will pray to you along with the gods, when you get above the clouds 
and reach the heights to which you have been hastening for so long. 

Hermotimus Oh, may I really get up there, Lycinus! But a great deal remains to be done. 
 
In other words, the recontinuation of εἰ γὰρ wishes with the optative again seems to have a 
contextual motivation, as it is used in reference to the highest possible purpose of life for 
Hermotimus. This would also explain why the only other occurrence from Middle Post-
Classical Greek is found in an emotional and poetically charged context in Longus: Daphnis 
uses the poetic wish in an attempt to express his love for Chloe. 
 
(25) θάρρει, Δάφνι, θερμός ἐστιν ὁ ἥλιος.” “εἰ γὰρ οὕτως γένοιτο, Χλόη, θερμὸς ὡς τὸ κᾶον 
πῦρ τὴν καρδίαν τὴν ἐμήν.” “παίζεις ἀπατῶν με.” “οὐ μὰ τὰς αἶγας, ἃς σύ με ἐκέλευες 
ὀμνύειν.” (Long. 3.10.4) 
“Take heart, Daphnis, the sun is hot.” “If only it would be as hot, Chloe, as the flame that 
burns this heart of mine.” “You’re beguiling me.” “I’m not, so help me those goats that you 
told me to swear by.” 
 

In a similar way, we find the use ὤφελ(λ)ον + infinitive only once in Late Post-Classical 
Greek, in a text by the emperor Julian, which suggests that the author recontinues, from his 
synchronic perspective, an unavailable archaizing construction for a specific pragmatic effect. 
Supportive evidence for this interpretation comes from the context of its use: after the stylistic 
figure of adunaton (viz. the impossibility of listing things), he asks rhetorically why we would 
even need to list them (i.e. a variation on the adunaton-trope) before wishing that there was 
nothing to list all. The rhetorically charged context supports that the recontinuation of this 

 
14 The other example is Luc. Herm. 13 and is found in a similar context. 



construction, which was not synchronically available in Middle or Post-Classical Greek, had a 
poetic, higher register connotation which Julian could evoke with its use. 

 
(25) Πολὺ μῆκος ἂν γένοιτο πάντας ἀπαριθμουμένῳ τοὺς διὰ πλοῦτον καὶ νίκας καὶ τρυφὴν 
ἀπολομένους· ὅσοι δὲ ὑπὸ τῶν δυσπραγιῶν ἐπικλυσθέντες δοῦλοι μὲν ἀντ’ ἐλευθέρων, 
ταπεινοὶ δὲ ἀντὶ γενναίων καὶ σφόδρα εὐτελεῖς ἀντὶ τῶν πρόσθεν σεμνῶν ἅπασιν ὤφθησαν, τί 
με χρὴ νῦν ὥσπερ ἐκ δέλτου μεταγράφοντα καταλέγειν; Εἰ γὰρ ὤφελεν ὁ τῶν ἀνθρώπων βίος 
ἀπορεῖν παραδειγμάτων τοιούτων· ἀλλ’ οὔτε ἐστὶν οὔτ’ ἂν γένοιτό ποτε τῶν τοιούτων ἐνδεὴς 
παραδειγμάτων, ἕως ἂν τὸ τῶν ἀνθρώπων διαμένῃ γένος. (Jul. Ep. Them.4.26-34) 
It would be an endless business to enumerate all who have fallen victims to their wealth and 
victories and luxury. And as for those who, submerged by the tide of their misfortunes, from 
free men have become slaves, who have been humbled from their high estate after all their 
splendour and become poor and mean in the eyes of all men, what need now to go through the 
list of them as though I were copying it from a written record? Would that human life afforded 
no such instances! But it does not nor ever will lack such, so long as the race of man endures. 
 
Summarizing, these conditional insubordinate wishes with with εἰ and εἰ γάρ do not follow any 
clear linear developmental trajectory in the different periods of Post-Classical Greek. Instead, 
we have observed the polar opposite of a teleological trail of development, as we found: 

i. some minor stability in use (e.g. εἰ γὰρ ὤφελεν as a short-hand in Early Post-Classical 
Greek),  

ii. loss in use (e.g. the counterfactual use of εἰ γάρ with past indicatives),  
iii. contact-induced innovations in the Septuagint which do not spread throughout the 

history of Post-Classical Greek, and  
iv. some seemingly stable patterns which consciously recontinue older patterns to create 

an emotionally charged and high register effect (as confirmed by their use in specific 
contexts of use and contrastive corpus evidence).  

 
3.2 Insubordinate αἲ γάρ, αἴθε and αἴθε γάρ in Post-Classical Greek 
The next group of insubordinate wish constructions share a historical connection to epic Greek, 
as αἲ γάρ and αἴθε are of Northern Greek origin (Schwyzer and Debrunner 1950, 683) and as 
dialectal feature accommodated in the literary dialect of Homer (la Roi 2021). In Post-Classical 
Greek, we find insubordinate wishes with αἲ γάρ, αἴθε and αἴθε γάρ in a variety of 
morphosyntactic configurations, not only in Post-Classical epics such as Quintus of Smyrna or 
Nonnus, but also in texts which incorporate dialectal features (e.g. Theocritus’ Idylls) or epic 
features (e.g. Gregory of Nazianzus’ poems). When we assess the correlations between 
morphosyntactic stability and change, on the one hand, and register and context of use, on the 
other hand, the various usages can be put into more coherent groups.  

First of all, there is a group of forms in Post-Classical Greek that continue a usage which 
synchronically is absent outside of these dialectally coloured texts, as illustrated by αἲ γάρ and 
αἴθε in use with the optative in examples 26 and 27. In historical terms, these forms show a 
prolonged stability of a morphosyntactic structure from Homeric Greek into a select group of 
Post-Classical Greek texts (rather than some type of teleological trail of development): whereas 
αἲ γάρ with the optative is only found in Quintus of Smyrna, αἴθε with the optative is found in 
Theocritus, Gregory of Nazianzus (Carmina Dogmatica 500.3) and Nonnus (e.g. 1.328).  
 



(26) Αἲ γάρ μοι μέγα θηρὸς ὑπὸ κραδίῃ μένος εἴη     
δαρδάψαι σέο σάρκας, ἔπειτα δέ θ’ αἷμα λαφύξαι, 
οἷά με πήματ’ ἔοργας ἀτασθαλίῃσι πιθήσας. (Q.S. 10.315-317) 
Would that I have a wild beast’s savage heart to tear your flesh in pieces and lap up your 
blood, so much harm have you done me at the prompting of your wicked folly! 
 
 
(27) αὐτόθε μοι ποτέρισδε καὶ αὐτόθε βουκολιάσδευ· 
τὰν σαυτῶ πατέων ἔχε τὰς δρύας. ἀλλὰ τίς ἄμμε, 
τίς κρινεῖ; αἴθ’ ἔνθοι ποχ’ ὁ βουκόλος ὧδε Λυκώπας. (Theoc. 5.60-62) 
Compete from where you are, and perform your pastoral song from there; tread your own way 
and keep to your oak trees. But who will be our judge? I wish Lycopas the oxherd would come 
this way! 
 

Second, there are two patterns which, though seemingly showing a similar 
morphosyntactic stability, in fact are used only in specific contexts of use. To illustrate, in 
example 28 Maximus the Sophist, whose philosophical work contains many allusions to Homer 
and Plato, creatively adapts an epic wish for poetic effect. The original wish comes from the 
Iliad, spoken in reproach to Paris by Hector: αἴθ᾽ ὄφελες ἄγονός τ᾽ ἔμεναι ἄγαμός τ᾽ ἀπολέσθαι· 
I wish that you had never been born and had died unwed.  
 
(28) ὡς θρασὺ καὶ ἰταμὸν καὶ λάβρον, ἀγαθοῦ ἄπορον, ἔργου ἔρημον, ἡδοναῖς βοσκόμενον καὶ 
δημαγωγούμενον. αἴθ’ ὄφελεν ἄγονόν τ’ ἔμεναι, ἄγαμόν τ’ ἀπολέσθαι τὸ γένος τοῦτο πᾶν, 
εἰ μηδὲν ἕξει παρ’ ὑμῶν ἡδονῆς κρεῖττον. (Max. Tyr. 33.6.16-21) 
Bold, yet gentle and fierce, lacking in goodness, devoid of purpose, nourished by pleasures and 
guided by popularity. Oh, if only it would be unborn, perish without marriage, this entire 
race, unless it possesses nothing better than your pleasures 
 
Similarly with respect to example 29, Gregory of Nazianzus recontinues poetic language for 
poetical effect in his semi-autobiographical poems; this is illustrated by the fact that he is the 
only one in Post-Classical Greek to recontinue this use which comes from Callimachus’ hymns 
(Call. Cer. 100); in fact, as also remarked by Daley (2006, 162), Gregory’s language is 
particularly loaded with high register features, cf. the epic forms κεν and νεφέεσσι or the 
rhetorical language used, esp. Ὤ μοι ἐγώ! τί πάθω; πῶς κεν κακότητα φύγοιμι;. 
 
(29) Μούνην δὲ τρομέω καθαρὴν πλάστιγγα Θεοῖο. 
Ὤ μοι ἐγώ! τί πάθω; πῶς κεν κακότητα φύγοιμι; 
Βένθεσιν, ἢ νεφέεσσι λαθὼν βίον; αἴθε γὰρ ἦεν 
Ἀμπλακίης τις χῶρος ἐλεύθερος, ὥς τινα θηρῶν 
Καὶ νούσων ἐνέπουσιν, ὅπως φυγὰς ἔνθεν ἵκωμαι! (Greg. Naz. Carmina de se ipso 1396.1-5) 
I dread only the pure Lyre of God. Woe is me! What am I suffering? How can I escape 
wickedness? Should I hide in depths or clouds to avoid life? If only there was some place of 
fate, as certain beasts and birds tell, so that I could flee from here, even though afflicted! 
 

Third and finally, the largest group of usages consist of novel mood combinations which 
are not limited to specific contexts of use (cf. the ‘free’ use of αἴθε with the past indicative in 
Gregory of Nazianzus and Nonnus as a dialectal variant of the common Post-Classical εἴθε). 



Still, these usages have distributional limitations to the text types mentioned above and below. 
In example 30, there is an innovative use of the form ὄφελλεν in a counterfactual wish, a use 
which has been created analogously on the model of the other insubordinate markers which 
occur with other, fossilized forms of ὤφελ(λ)ον. Yet, as shown in table 1, this innovation stops 
here and, based on the texts we have to our disposal of course, does not seem to be used anymore 
in later Post-Classical Greek varieties. In a similar way, the innovation in example 31 of using 
the fossilized insubordinate wish structure with a past indicative is only found in the Middle 
Post-Classical Greek of Quintus of Smyrna. In other words, these innovations seem to be short-
lived innovations, which are the result of the mixing of higher, more archaic linguistic registers 
with other, lower registers of the time. 

 
(30)     αἲ γὰρ ὄφελλεν 
ἔμπεδον εἶναι ἐπ’ ἄμμι τεοὺς υἱῆας ἔρυσθαι. (A. R. 3.712-713) 
If only it were firmly in my power to save your sons. 
 
(31) Αἴθ’ ὄφελον καὶ πρόσθεν ἐμῆς ἐπάκουσεν ἐφετμῆς 
Ἕκτωρ, ὁππότε μιν κατερήτυον ἔνδοθι πάτρης (Q.S. 2.61-62) 
I only wish Hector had listened to my counsel when I tried to keep him inside the city 
 
By contrast, examples 32 and 33 illustrate an innovation from Early Post-Classical Greek 
which, though we lack instances from Middle Post-Classical Greek, is stable in Late Post-
Classical Greek: the counterfactual use of αἴθε with the past indicative, created in analogy with 
the usage of εἴθε with the past indicative. 
 
(32)     αἴθε σε πόντος 
ξεῖνε διέρραισεν πρὶν Κολχίδα γαῖαν ἱκέσθαι (A.R. 4.33-34) 
Would that the sea had torn you to pieces, stranger, before you had come to the Colchian land 
 
(33)     αἴθε καὶ αὐτὸν    
σκορπίος Ἀκταίωνα κατέκτανεν ὀξέι κέντρῳ (Nonn. 5.510-511) 
Would that a scorpion had killed Actaion also with a sharp sting! 
 
As for example 34, we should note in particular the equality of the innovative use of the 
subjunctive in line 201 and the stable use of the optative in line 203. Other instances of this 
innovative usage are Nonn. 10.104, 30.172, 40.138, 47.384 and 48.512.  
 
(34)     αἴθε καὶ αὐτὴν    
Βάκχος ἑλὼν ὀλέσῃ με σὺν ὀλλυμένῳ παρακοίτῃ, 
καί με λαβὼν ῥίψειεν ἐς ὠκυρέεθρον Ὑδάσπην, 
γαῖαν ἀναινομένην (Nonn. 40.200.203) 
would that I myself may be taken by Bacchos and slain with my dead husband, and may he 
seize and cast me into the swift-flowing Hydaspes, for I refuse the earth 
 
Summarizing, the (re)use of these insubordinate markers in Post-Classical Greek texts reveals 
patterns of  

i. prolonged morphosyntactic stability across time periods despite of gaps in attestation,  



ii. recontinuation of epic or poetic language for specific pragmatic purposes (e.g. poetical 
effect), and  

iii. morphosyntactic innovations which are not restricted in use (except with respect to 
certain text types). 

 
3.3 Insubordinate εἴθε in Post-Classical Greek 
As also indicated by the data in table 1, the insubordinate use of εἴθε is not only the most 
versatile from a morphosyntactic perspective, but also has the greatest degree of stability, with 
two patterns remaining completely the same from Classical to Late Post-Classical Greek. To 
start with the stable patterns, we can observe in examples 35, 36 and 37 that εἴθε with the 
optative and with the past indicative continues to be used in different Post-Classical Greek 
periods. The combination of εἴθε with the optative surfaces in texts of different registers such 
as Origenes Ep. Ad Afr. 11.85.42, Jul. Ep. 11.6 and Q.S. 4.40 (but also contrast ex. 35 and 36). 
Their usage does not seem to be tied to specific contexts of use, but I would argue that εἴθε with 
the optative is the all-purpose form across the different time periods. As for its combination 
with the counterfactual indicative, a similar observation can be made since it is used in lower 
and higher registers and in a range of different contexts of use (cf. J. BJ 7.379.1, Acta Andr. 
57.16, App. BC 5.8.73.20, Luc. Tyr. 21.11, Acta Philippi 14.12 and Basilius Ep. 255.1.1).  
 
(35) εἴθε μοι γένοιτο ἱμάς π[ο]θεν. γραῦ· ποῦ ᾿στιν ἡ γραῦς; (Men. Dysc. 924-925) 
If I could only find a strap anywhere . . . Old woman! O where is the woman? 
 
(36) Ἀλλὰ μηδ᾿ εἴπῃς, ἄπαγε. ἀποκλείσω Λυσίαν; εἴθε μὴ αὐτὸς ἀποσταίη φθάσας. (Luc. 
DMeretr. 314-315) 
Stop it! Don’t even say that! Me shut out Lysias? I only hope he won’t desert me first. 
 
(37) Εἴθε μηδέπω εἰς τὴν ἐμαυτῆς πατρίδα εἰσεληλύθειν ἡ σκάνδαλον γενομένη ἀνδρὶ ἀμυήτῳ 
θεοσεβείας· (Act. Joh. 64.6-7) 
Would that I had not yet come home to my native place, I that have become an offence to a 
man ignorant of godliness! 
 
Lastly, though one may assume a stability in use for the combination of εἴθε with ὤφελ(λ)ον + 
infinitive given its absence from Early and Middle Post-Classical Greek, but presence in 
Classical and Late Post-Classical Greek, it is only used in Eusebius’ Praep. Ev. 5.34.2.3 as a 
citation of Oenomaeus the philosopher, whose work has been preserved only in fragments. 
Therefore, it appears that we are not dealing with a form of prolonged stability or recontinuation 
in this case. 

On the other hand, we find many different morphosyntactic innovations in the use of 
insubordinate εἴθε. Yet, in keeping with εἴθε being the all-purpose insubordinate marker, these 
constructional variants are not connected to specific registers or context of use. Surprisingly, 
some innovations are so localized that they only occur in one or two texts without a contextual 
motivation, e.g. the insubordinate εἴθε ἵνα combination is only found once in Late Post-
Classical Greek (see la Roi 2021, 30–31), and the combination with the infinitive is only found 
in Philo Judaeus De somniis 2.199.4 in Early Post-Classical Greek and Athenasius Vita Antonii 
74.24 in Late Post-Classical Greek. In example 38, we see exemplified how the innovative 
counterfactual use of εἴθε with the past indicative and the modal particle occurs in a lower 



register text than its other occurrences, such as Luc. De merc. 26.43 or John Chr. De paenitentia 
49.344.2 (cf la Roi forthc. b for this observation). In other words, the use of this insubordinate 
construction cannot be correlated with specific registers or contexts of use.  
 
(38) «Εἴθε μηδέποτε ἀφίγμην, ἀλλ’ ἐν θαλάσσῃ ἂν ἀπωλόμην ὅπως μοι τοῦτο μὴ συμβεβήκῃ 
(Act. Andr. 2.3-4) 
If only I had never arrived, but had perished at see so that this would not happen to me 
 
As also illustrated by example 19 above, the elliptic use of εἴθε without a main verb similarly 
cannot be correlated to contextual factors, as shown by example 39 from Late Post-Classical 
Greek. 
 
(39) Καθάπερ γὰρ ἐκεῖνοι τῶν σωματικῶν ἐπιμελοῦνται, οὕτω καὶ ἡμεῖς· καὶ εἴθε τούτων 
μόνων ἡμεῖς· νῦν δὲ καὶ πολλῷ χειρόνων (John Chr. In Matth. 58.654.5-7) 
As they take care of their physical bodies, so do we of ours; and if only of these alone, we 
wish. But now things are much worse.  
 

There is also a group of innovations which is particular to Middle and Late Post-Classical 
Greek texts but, due to the scant evidence, cannot be easily assessed for correlations with 
register or context of use: the innovative insubordinate use of εἴθε with (i) the subjunctive (cf. 
example 15 above and 40 below), (ii) the optative and the modal particle (cf. example 41 
below), and (iii) with the subjunctive or future with the modal particle (see ex. 42). 
 
(40) «Διότι ἐναντίον τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν ἡμάρτομεν ἡμεῖς καὶ οἱ πατέρες ἡμῶν.» Εἴθε καὶ ἡμεῖς 
λέγωμεν, ὡς οὗτοι κατὰ τὴν προσωποποιίαν τοῦ προφήτου, «ἡμάρτομεν». (Origenes In Jer. 
5.10.1-3) 
“Because we and our fathers sinned against our God.” May we also say, as the imagery of the 
prophet, “we have sinned”.  
 
(41) καὶ ἕκαστος ἡμῶν οἴεται, ἐπεὶ μὴ εἰδωλολάτρησεν, ἐπεὶ μὴ πεπόρνευκεν—εἴθε κἂν ἐπὶ 
τῶν τοιούτων καθαρεύοιμεν—, ὅτι ἀπαλλαγεὶς τοῦ βίου σωθήσεται· (Origenes In Jer. 
20.3.58-60) 
And each one of us thinks, because they have not worshipped idols, because they have not 
committed adultery—would that we might also be purified from such things— that by being 
free from [such actions], they will be saved from their way of life 
 
(42) Εἴθε δὲ καὶ οὗτοι κἂν ἐξ ὧν λέγουσι νῦν ἐθελήσουσιν ὁμολογεῖν τὴν ἀλήθειαν. 
(Athenasius De Decretis Nicaenae synodi 17.1.1) 
May these people also be willing to confess the truth from what they are saying now 
 
Summarizing, εἴθε seems to have been the all-purpose insubordinate wish marker which is 
probably why it, though subject to individual morphosyntactic innovations, cannot be correlated 
easily with specific registers or contexts of use. 
 
3.4 Insubordinate εἴθε γάρ in Post-Classical Greek 
Lastly we turn to εἴθε γάρ, an innovative morphosyntactic configuration which, as discussed in 
the introduction, can ultimately be traced back to the higher poetic register of Callimachus of 



Early Post-Classical Greek. In contrast to εἴθε, insubordinate εἴθε γάρ, perhaps due to its 
specific origins, has retained a specific socio-pragmatic value, as I suggest that we find it used 
in contexts of use where it provides a register-upgrade to the language used. As already detailed 
in the introduction, the usage of εἴθε γάρ in Diodorus Siculus was to represent Croesus’ archaic 
variety of speech, giving the context a linguistic upgrade in register. Similarly in Middle Post-
Classical Greek, we continue to find εἴθε γάρ only in specific contexts of use such as example 
42 where the wish represents someone’s more archaic form of speech (in the view of the author), 
viz. Seleucus. Note that Dio Chrysostom also uses εἴθε γάρ with the optative once, but in the 
rare occasion that he makes a wish in his own voice (D. Chr. 37.43.8).  
 
(42) καὶ τὸν Σέλευκον „εἴθε γὰρ ἑταῖρε“ εἰπεῖν „ταχὺ μεταστρέψαι τις ἐπὶ ταῦτα καὶ μεταβάλοι 
θεῶν ἢ ἀνθρώπων τὸ πάθος· (Plut. Dem. 38.8.1) 
“My friend,” said Seleucus, “would that someone in heaven or on earth might speedily convert 
and turn his passion in this direction; 
 
In fact, the correlation of εἴθε γάρ with a register upgrade can be supported as well by the fact 
that it is not limited to its combination with the optative; in example 43 below from Middle 
Post-Classical Greek, Cassius Dio intentionally ascribes this usage to a contemporary of Otho, 
to whom he also ascribes a rhetorical speculation on death, before he lets that person 
subsequently commit suicide. In other words, εἴθε γάρ gives the contemporary person a register 
upgrade to add pragmatic significance to his words. Similarly, Athenaeus and Diogenes 
Laertius use εἴθε γάρ to ascribe philosophical words to a reproach of the eminent Demetrius of 
Phalerum by a Cynic philosopher (Atheneaus Deipn. 10.19.25 and D. L. 6.90.65).15 
 
(43) ἐπεὶ δὲ οἱ τοῦ Ὄθωνος ἐκρατήθησαν, ἤγγειλε μὲν ἱππεύς τις τὸ πάθος τῷ Ὄθωνι· καὶ ἐπειδή 
γε ἠπιστεῖτο πρὸς τῶν παρόντων (ἔτυχον γὰρ πολλοὶ κατὰ τύχην ἠθροισμένοι) καὶ οἱ μὲν 
δραπέτην οἱ δὲ καὶ πολέμιον αὐτὸν ἀπεκάλουν, “εἴθε γάρ” ἔφη “ψευδῆ ταῦτα, Καῖσαρ, ἦν· 
ἥδιστα γὰρ ἂν νικῶντός σου ἐτελεύτησα. (Cass. Dio H.R. 64.11.1) After the forces of Otho had 
been worsted, a horseman brought word of the disaster to Otho. When the bystanders refused 
to credit his report — it chanced that there were many gathered there — and some were calling 
him a renegade and others an enemy, he exclaimed: “Would that this news were false, Caesar; 
for most gladly would I have died hadst thou been victor. [As it is, I shall perish in any case, 
that no one may think that I fled hither to secure my own safety; but as for thee, consider what 
must be done, since the enemy will be here before long." With these words, he slew himself.]  
 
Moreover, insubordinate εἴθε γὰρ even occurs in an official papyrus about liturgical duties 
which, in dealing with official business and being addressed to the superior epistrategos, 
motivates the use of a register upgrade: 
 
(44) εἴθε γὰρ ἠδυνάμην…παραθέσθαι σοι (psi.10.1103, 15-16, IIAD)  
If only I were able to provide you … 
 
All this can help us to reinterpret the significance the metalinguistic comment by Moeris: the 
label κοινόν, in view of the corpus evidence discussed, cannot be taken to refer to the 
contemporary spoken language (as done by Thumb 1901) or to a form which is common to 

 
15 A similar example is D.L. Vitae Philosophorum 6.52.374 where εἴθε γάρ is also ascribed to a philosopher.   



Attic and Koiné Greek (Monaco 2021, 38). Instead, the label can only refer to a ‘common’ 
usage in Post-Classical Greek, without excluding written language (esp. considering its wide 
distribution), at the least signposting that it was ‘common’ (in the vaguest possible sense) across 
different authors and texts.16 
 
3.5 Insubordinate ὡς εἴθε and ὡς εἴθε γὰρ in Post-Classical Greek 
In contrast to εἴθε γὰρ, ὡς εἴθε cannot be correlated with specific registers or conditions of use. 
The counterfactual use of ὡς εἴθε with the past indicative occurs in many different authors in 
Middle and Late Post-Classical Greek, for which compare example 45 and Heliodorus Aeth. 
10.9.6.9, Lib. Dec. 24.2.10.7 and Q.S. 13.364.17 
 
(45) Ὡς εἴθε ἕκαστος ἡμῶν καθ’ ἕκαστον ἁμάρτημα ἔλεγε· (Orig. In Jer. 20.6.41-42) 
If only every one of us confessed our own sin. 
 
The same seems to apply to its non-counterfactual use with the optative, as it is found on only 
a couple of occasions in Origen and Eusebius (cf. Orig. Hom. In Ps. 13.8.40). Similarly, its 
elliptical use without a main verb occurs not only in different authors (e.g. Greg. Naz. Ep. 
135.1.2 and Lib. Dec. 34.2.14.3), but also in the papyri, for which see example 17 above, 
excluding a correlation with register or a specific context of use. Finally, the only example of 
ὡς εἴθε γὰρ is example 13 above, which means that we do not have contrastive evidence to test 
potential correlations.  
 

4.  Conclusions and implications  

Based on an analysis of insubordinate wishes in Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – VI CE), I have 
investigated the role of morphosyntactic stability, the motivations for morphosyntactic stability 
and change, and their possible correlations with factors of register and context of use.  

First, I detailed the different insubordinate strategies to express wishes in Post-Classical 
Greek and the diachronic processes which these wish constructions undergo in Post-Classical 
Greek (III BCE – VI CE), viz. (i) insubordination, (ii) insubordinator fusion, (iii) reinforcement 
with the modal particle, (iv) mood extension to the subjunctive and/or future, and (v) 
conventionalization as a short-hand. I showed that these constructions do not evolve in a linear 
way, as we find, among other things, many stable insubordinate patterns, localized 
recontinuations of insubordinate patterns unavailable elsewhere synchronically and innovative 
insubordinate patterns which have a very limited diffusion in the history of Post-Classical Greek 
afterwards. 

Next, I assessed five different groups of conditional insubordinate wishes (viz. those 
introduced by (1) εἰ & εἰ γάρ, (2) αἲ γάρ, αἴθε and αἴθε γάρ (3) εἴθε, (4) εἴθε γάρ, and (5) ὡς 
εἴθε) in order to asses when and where the stability or innovation of a conditional insubordinate 
construction correlates with particular registers or contexts of use. An equally complex picture 
emerged from this investigation, since I found: 

 
16 Additionally, we should note that before one can say much about κοινόν, which has a marginal 40 occurrences 
in Moerus, one needs be able to account for what falls under Ἕλληνες, which has an astounding 718 
occurrences.  
17 For the three counterfactual uses in which a modal particle is added to the indicative as reinforcement, see ex. 
13 above, Luc. Jud. Voc. 4.1 and Porph. Abst. 2.45.6.   



(i) recontinuations of older patterns in intimate, emotionally charged contexts in 
higher register (such as εἰ γάρ with the optative in Job, Lucian and Longus),  

(ii) linguistic upgrading of the register of a text to enhance the prestige of a speaker’s 
language (e.g. in the synchronic representation of more archaic varieties in 
reported speech contexts such as with εἴθε γάρ and the optative),  

(iii) prolonged diachronic stability of patterns in epic genres such the varied patterns 
of use of αἲ γάρ, αἴθε and αἴθε γάρ in Post-Classical epics,  

(iv) stable patterns which carried no correlation with specific registers or context of 
use as supported by contrastive corpus analysis (e.g. εἴθε with the optative and 
counterfactual indicative which occurred across genres, registers and contexts of 
use), and  

(v) innovative patterns for which we lack the contrastive evidence to pinpoint 
correlations with registers or contexts of use.  

The most important theoretical implications of this study concern the diachronic study of 
Post-Classical Greek morphosyntax more generally. Throughout this empirical study, I have 
illustrated the need for historians of Post-Classical Greek to not only consider the changes 
which we find in Post-Classical Greek and the way they might function as one stage in a linear 
development, but also consider which patterns are stable and why exactly (cf. the frequent 
‘recontinuation’ of earlier patterns). Only once we grasp both the stability and change of these 
patterns can we come closer to understanding why such changes take place in the first place, 
for example adding insights to the understudied question of causes of language change by 
historical linguists more generally (Luraghi 2010). Moreover, in correlating the stability and 
change of insubordinate patterns with underexplored factors of register and contexts of use, we 
stand to gain a deeper understanding of the social contexts of Post-Classical Greek 
morphosyntax.  
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