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Abstract: For Post-Classical Greek, the notion of linguistic Atticism has long func
tioned as the ‘explanation’ for modal morphosyntactic patterns that imperfectly re
produce Classical Greek normative ‘rules’ from standard grammars. In this explora
tory study of the combination of the modal particle ἄν with the past indicative and 
with the optative, I outline an alternative approach to explain the different ways in 
which Post-Classical Greek makes its own modal patterns, an approach that incorpo
rates the factors of diachrony, register and Atticism. Applying a language ecology per
spective to a register-balanced corpus of Post-Classical Greek texts (III BCE – III CE), 
I determine when and how modal patterns that express counterfactuality, habitu
ality, genericity and potentiality do and do not replicate existing patterns or spread 
novel patterns through time. In technical terms, I ascertain when modal patterns 
do (not) constitute normal replication from existing patterns, detail the altered rep
lication of existing patterns and, finally, whether these innovative uses are propa
gated across diachronic and register contexts through differential replication. 

-
-
-

-
-

-

-
-

 

Keywords: Post-Classical Greek, mood and modality, Atticism, register, 
counterfactuality 

1 Stability and Change in the Modal
Morphosyntax of Post-Classical Greek

  
 

It is well-known that the field of Post-Classical Greek lags behind in terms of detailed 
morphosyntactic descriptions. Whereas there are many different descriptions of 
Classical Greek, ranging from the early, middle and late 20th century (e.g. Kühner 
and Gerth 1904; Schwyzer and Debrunner 1950; Humbert 1960; Adrados 1992) as 
well as the 21st century (e.g. Crespo, Conti and Maquieira 2003; van Emde Boas et al. 
2019; Jiménez López 2020), those researching the morphosyntax of Post-Classical 
Greek have to rely on partial grammatical descriptions with a limited scope (e.g. on 
the Septuagint, New Testament or the papyri) or decide to trust the generalizations 
found in linguistic histories (e.g. Adrados 2005; Horrocks 2010). Given this situation, 
I (2020a: 229–233), in a review essay of a volume on Post-Classical Greek, have 
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recently formulated principles with which researchers could smoothen the road to
wards detailed morphosyntactic descriptions for Post-Classical Greek: (i) use clearly
periodized data, e.g. early III – I BCE, middle I – III CE and late IV – VI CE, with a 
corpus aimed at being representative of the respective period, (ii) avoid teleological
thinking in analysis (i.e. of projecting a linear development from the Koiné to the 
situation in Medieval or even Modern Greek), and (iii) synthesize earlier and new 
data into generalizable findings.

-
 

 

 
Our understanding of the modal morphosyntax of Post-Classical Greek is, in my 

view, affected by similar limitations, a matter that can be illustrated by briefly re
viewing the general treatment of the Post-Classical Greek optative. First of all, most 
linguistic histories and grammars state that the main functions of the optative and, 
as a result, the optative itself was lost in Post-Classical Greek.1

1 See, for example, Browning (1983: 30), Adrados (2005: 194), Meillet (2009: 315) or Horrocks (2010: 
102).

 Crucially, this alleged 
loss of the optative is however generally not pinpointed in time, because the evalu
ations are not based on corpus-representative results for the subperiods of Post
Classical Greek. Moreover, existing and new corpus studies of the optative in Post
Classical Greek literary and non-literary texts instead show that the optative was, 
to perpetuate the unhelpful metaphor, very much ‘alive’ in Post-Classical Greek pe
riods (see section 3.3 for some statistics). Also, due to assuming an alleged “decline 
of the optative”, the presence of the optative in Post-Classical authors is used as a 
type of classificatory stamp. For example, Horrocks speaks of “a slightly “retarded” 
process of development” in Menander’s use of the optative in early Post-Classical 
Greek (= Meillet 2009: 276; Horrocks 2010: 102–103). If one does not share the as
sumption that the optative was ‘lost’ so early on in Post-Classical Greek (as does not 
seem to follow from the corpus evidence), then the validity of this statement weak
ens considerably.

-

-
-
-

-

-

-
 

Second, the literature on the Post-Classical Greek optative suggests that Atticis
tic authors artificially revived the usage of the optative (Meillet 2009: 278; Horrocks 
2010: 138; Bianconi and Magni 2022: 25). Horrocks even includes the “use of the op
tative in its full range of classical functions, sometimes also erroneously” as one of 
his “important hallmarks of correct Attic usage”, together with those features com
mented upon by the Atticistic lexica.2

2 Note, however, that this presentation is slightly misleading, because his list mixes features of 
language change commented upon in the Atticistic lexica (see la Roi 2022c for an overview) and 
those not commented upon in the lexica (e.g. the alleged loss of the optative, the replacement of the 
synthetic perfect by periphrases). In other words, the latter usages are not confirmed as important 
hallmarks of correct Attic usage by these ancient sources, but derive from previous scholarship on 
these sources.

 Yet, not only would this interpretation be 

-

-

-

−− 
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based on a misrepresentation of how the optative’s functions were continued into 
Post-Classical Greek (see la Roi forth. for an overview), but this interpretation in 
terms of Atticism would ultimately be a one-size fits all approach to Post-Classical 
Greek variation of modal patterns. 

Third and finally, on a theoretical level, we are at risk of an anachronistic ap
proach to Post-Classical Greek morphosyntax if we explain it only by reference to 
an Atticistic tendency towards Classical Greek ‘rules’. After all, linguistic Atticism 
did not form a homogeneous set of rules, but rather a variable set of prescriptivist 
norms which were created and (re)negotiated in Post-Classical Greek times (see 
Monaco 2021 for the origins and la Roi 2022c for an overview of morphosyntactic 
norms in the Atticist lexica).3

3 Cf. Kim (2017) for differences in prescriptive attitudes by the Atticistic lexica and differences in 
degrees of Atticism in Post-Classical Greek texts.

 Moreover, Post-Classical Greek texts may not only dif
fer in Atticism but also in register (e.g. low, middle or high, see Bentein 2013), or 
share a similar register which differs only in Atticism (Bentein 2013: 10). As a result, 
we need to assess the continuity and change of modal morphosyntax in Post-Classi
cal Greek by means of a corpus-based analysis that incorporates not only the factor 
of Atticism, but also of register and diachrony.

-

-

-

 
Therefore, I will outline an alternative approach to explaining the synchrony 

and diachrony of modal morphosyntactic patterns in Post-Classical Greek. I imple
ment a language ecology framework to explain three morphosyntactic patterns of 
the modal particle: (i) the modal particle with the past indicative, (ii) the modal par
ticle with already counterfactual modal verbs, and (iii) the modal particle with the 
optative. I chose to focus on the constructions with the modal particle, because this 
is an understudied diachronic topic, as most research on the modal particle is lim
ited to speculation on the prehistory of the modal particles in Homeric Greek or 
generalizing on synchronic distributions in Classical Greek (but see la Roi 2022d for 
a collocational analysis of its spread). The explorative analysis presented here is 
based on a register-balanced corpus of texts (cf. Bentein 2016: 7) which is summa
rized in Table 30. These texts can, with the crucial caveat that this is contentious 
generalization (Bentein 2013: 13), be situated on a continuum from low to middle to 
higher register.

-

-

-

-

 
 

−− 
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Tab. 30: Register-balanced corpus of Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – III CE). 

Early Post-Classical Greek (III – I BCE) 

Register Author(s) and texts Number of words 

Low register Papyri 886198 

Middle register LXX, Polybius, Diodorus Siculus 1404953  

High register Dionysius of Halicarnassus 415573 

Middle Post-Classical Greek (I – III CE) 

Register Author(s) and texts Number of words 

Low register Papyri 2396693 

Middle register New Testament, Epictetus, Acts of Thomas 257949 

High register Lucian, Aelius Aristides 602296 

2 Replication patterns in Post-Classical 
Greek texts

 
 

In this paragraph, I outline an alternative approach to the study of modal morpho
syntactic patterns across Post-Classical Greek texts.4

4 See Bentein (2012) for an application of this framework to morphosyntactic change in the domain 
of periphrastic constructions in Post-Classical and Byzantine Greek.

 Following Croft’s (2000) evolu
tionary framework for language change, I distinguish three ways in which patterns 
can be replicated from one speaker’s linguistic inventory to the other:

-
-

 

(1) normal replication
(2) altered replication (also ‘innovation’)
(3) differential replication (covering ‘propagation’ and ‘selection’)

 
 

 

Normal replication refers to the use of constructions by speakers in a way that con
forms to their conventional usage. Altered replication involves the use of construc
tions which breaks conventional usage, thereby resulting in an innovation of a con
struction in terms of meaning or combination. As a consequence, these innovative 
usages typically enter into competition with other similar constructions. Now, dif
ferential replication determines whether such innovations (as the result of altered 
replication) truly catch on, since differential replication refers to the extent to 
which innovative variants are propagated across certain groups of speakers. 

-
-
-

-

−− 
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Nevertheless, it cannot be overemphasized that not every innovation is propagated 
across communities of speakers through time (see la Roi 2020a: 231 for a summary 
of non-teleological examples of linguistic change in the history of Greek). Instead, 
both social and linguistic factors may lead to a propagation of an innovative variant 
that will generalize into a new convention, thereby adding a convention to the lin
guistic inventory of a future speaker.

-
 

Moreover, by assessing the motivations for these replication patterns for modal 
morphosyntax in Post-Classical Greek we can get a stronger grasp on how to detect 
language continuity and change in Post-Classical Greek more generally. The con
trast between normal and altered replication allows us to identify those patterns 
which are stable across stages of Post-Classical Greek (e.g. in both middle and early 
Post-Classical, or in both early Post-Classical and Classical Greek). At the same time, 
I will demonstrate that altered replication is caused by language contact (e.g. in the 
context of the translations contained in the early Post-Classical Greek Septuagint), 
social factors of prestige (e.g. in the context of innovative ‘Atticistic’ usage in middle 
Post-Classical Greek), or the result of the so-called internal linguistic ecology of a 
speaker’s linguistic inventory: the availability of linguistic alternatives for an inno
vative usage may halt its propagation or cause its specialization. Finally, by contex
tualizing the replication types of these modal patterns in different registers (coarse
grained though the divisions are), we can ascertain not only the locus and motiva
tion of an innovative pattern but also determine its historical trajectory (e.g. ‘from 
below’ or ‘from above’) and the linguistic and social factors involved in its propa
gation or halted evolution (e.g. an Atticistic change not ‘catching on’).

-

-
-
-
-

-
 

3 Modal morphosyntactic patterns 
in Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – III CE)

 
 

I now apply the language ecology approach to the three modal morphosyntactic 
patterns: (1) past indicatives and the modal particle, (2) counterfactual modal verbs 
with the modal particle, (3) the optative with the modal particle. For (1), I collected 
the data by means of an advanced proximity search in the Thesaurus Linguae Grae
cae of ἄν with a past indicative (distance of 3 words), whereas for (2) I crosschecked 
that data with lemmatized searches of the relevant modal verbs. For (3), I used an 
advanced proximity search of ἄν and the optative (distance of 3 words) and incor
porated existing counts from the literature. For the papyri, I analyzed the colloca
tions of the lemma ἄν and the relevant modal verbs’ lemmas using Trismegistos 
Words. Hence, the texts in this paper come from the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae 

-

-
-
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and papyri.info (as linked to Trismegistos words). The translations are based on the 
most recent translations found in Loeb Classics online (https://www.loebclas-
sics.com/ [last accessed October 2024]). 

3.1 Past indicatives and the modal particle in Post-Classical 
Greek: counterfactuality, habituality and genericity 

In Classical Greek, the pattern of the past indicative with the modal particle had 
already undergone various innovations, as illustrated by the comparison with Ar
chaic Greek in Table 31 (based on la Roi 2022b: 245, 2022d). The shading signifies the 
presence of usage patterns.

-

 

Tab. 31: Past indicative combinations with the modal particle(s). 

Illocution Clause types Archaic Greek Classical Greek 

Declarative Main clause   

Interrogative Main clause   

De-activated
(i.e. in subordinate
clauses)

  
 

5 

5 See la Roi (2022d: 122–126) for an explanation of those counterfactual subordinate clauses with
out the modal particle as counterfactuality transfer from the matrix to the subordinate clause, pre
viously called mood attraction.

Relative    

Causal    

Complement (ὅτι/ὡς)    

Conditional   *6 

6 For an exceptional occurrence of ἄν in a counterfactual protasis, see la Roi (2022d: 125).

Comparative   

Indirect interrogative    

Temporal   

Purpose   

Result   

 
In terms of linguistic ecology, we do not witness normal replication in Classical 
Greek of the patterns of past indicatives with the modal particle from Archaic 
Greek. Rather, the pattern has been changed via altered replication and, via 

−− 
-
-
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differential replication, spread to new syntactic contexts across text types (e.g. pur
pose clauses Pl. Lg. 967b, result clauses D. 18.30.9, comparative clauses Is. 12.12, or 
indirect interrogatives Is. 2.25.). An additional sign of the strong propagation of this 
pattern through the counterfactual system is that it codetermined the spread of the 
counterfactual use of the modal particle to non-finite contexts, with participles and 
infinitives (see la Roi 2022d: 125–126 for examples). As explained by la Roi, these two 
innovative patterns had multiple source constructions: they were partially created 
on the template of finite patterns of the past indicative with the modal particle and 
partially on the already existing combination of the modal particle with the infini
tive or participle for non-counterfactual meanings. Another altered replication 
found in Classical Greek is the innovative creation of the past habitual construction 
out of the past counterfactual construction (see la Roi 2022a, 2022d: 126–129). Yet, 
even that pattern was not uniform in Classical Greek, since we also find altered 
replication in the literary dialect of Herodotus. In addition to using the past indica
tive and modal particle ἄν to express past habituals (e.g. ἂν ἐκέλευε αὐτὸν “he used 
to tell him”, Hdt. 3.148.7), Herodotus used so-called ‘iterative’ σκ-forms to express 
past habituals as well as a combination of both. The former concerns a normal rep
lication of Ionic dialectal inheritance which was also present in the Homeric Greek 
literary dialect (see la Roi 2020b: 150–151, 2022a). The latter, which combines both 
strategies, is an altered replication which is the creation of the Herodotean literary 
dialect, e.g. κλέπτεσκε ἂν περιιών […] (Hdt. 2.174.3) “he would go around stealing”. 
Crucially, this innovation does not spread throughout Classical Greek, which un
derlines the utility of the concept of differential replication for the analysis of mor
phosyntactic innovations.

-

-

-

-

-
-

 
In Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – III CE), the habitual and counterfactual usages 

in these patterns undergo a variety of changes which can be dissected with the con
cepts of normal, altered and differential replication. To not overcomplicate matters, 
I will first discuss the fate of the habitual pattern and its developments, after which 
I will move on to the counterfactual pattern. As suggested by grammars and recent 
studies (see the summaries in la Roi 2022a, 2022d), early Post-Classical Greek saw an 
alteration of the past habitual pattern known to us from Classical Greek: the con
struction has moved from main to subordinate clauses, but it has extended in mean
ing to a past generic construction:

-

-
-

 

ἡνίκα δ᾽ ἂν εἰσεπορεύετο Μωυσῆς εἰς τὴν σκηνὴν ἔξω τῆς παρεμβολῆς, εἱστήκει πᾶς ὁ λαὸς 
σκοπεύοντες ἕκαστος παρὰ τὰς θύρας τῆς σκηνῆς αὐτοῦ 

(LXX Ex. 33.8) 

Whenever Moses went out to the tent without the camp, all the people rose and stood, each of 
them, at the entrance of their tents and watched Moses. 
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In this example the pattern expresses that an action took place every time (=generic) 
rather than most of the time, habitually (e.g. he used to run); the imperfect here 
suggests an unbounded process of going out to the tent. From the perspective of 
linguistic ecology, this construction would be in competition with the generic usage 
of the optative in subordinate clauses, but this construction is actually retreating in 
Post-Classical Greek texts such as the Septuagint, New Testament and the papyri 
(Turner 1963: 124–125; Mandilaras 1973: 286; Muraoka 2016: 327; la Roi 2022d: 128). 
In the early Post-Classical Greek texts of my corpus, this novel construction, created 
through altered replication of the past habitual pattern, is found only in the middle 
register of the Septuagint (6 times, e.g. LXX Ex. 40.36, Nu. 9.17). In addition to the 
internal ecological motivation of replacing the generic optative, this altered repli
cation is motivated by language contact. This construction often translates the so
called infinitive construct from the Hebrew in the Greek of the Septuagint (cf. LXX 
Ex. 33.8, 40.36, Nu. 9.17), a construction foreign to Greek. Yet, this novel generic con
struction does not seem to undergo a strong differential replication in Post-Classical 
Greek, since I found the construction only twice in my corpus (NT. Act.Ap.2.45 & 4.35). 
The replication of this construction in this text is therefore most likely the result of a 
normal replication from the Septuagint, since the language of the Septuagint often 
provided the usage norm for the language that we find in the New Testament.

-
-

-

 

καὶ τὰ κτήματα καὶ τὰς ὑπάρξεις ἐπίπρασκον καὶ διεμέριζον αὐτὰ πᾶσιν καθότι ἄν τις χρείαν
εἶχεν·

 
 

(NT. Act.Ap.2.45–46) 

They sold property and possessions to give to anyone who had need.  

Moreover, I would like to suggest that internal linguistic ecology might explain the 
lack of differential replication of this construction across the different registers of 
early and middle Post-Classical Greek. The presence of subordinators that had al
ready incorporated the modal particle (e.g. ὅταν) and occur with the past tense in 
both past habitual and past generic readings may have minimized the construc
tional freedom of this pattern in early and middle Post-Classical Greek. To illustrate, 
ὅταν with the indicative occurs in Post-Classical Greek to express a person’s habit
ual actions (as in 3) or that an event always happened when the main clause event 
happened (as in 4).

-

-

-

7 
 

−− 
7 For other examples, see Plb. 4.32.5, 13.7.10, LXX Nu. 11.9.1, 21.9, Ps. 77.34, NT. Rev. 8.1, Ev.Marc. 3.11.  
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ὅταν ἐλάλουν αὐτοῖς, ἐπολέμουν με δωρεάν. 
(LXX Ps. 119.7) 

When I used to speak to them, they would fight me without reason. 
 
Καὶ ὅταν ὀψὲ ἐγένετο, ἐξεπορεύοντο ἔξω τῆς πόλεως. 

(NT Ev.Marc. 11.19) 

Whenever evening came, Jesus and his disciples went out of the city. 

In contrast to the habitual and generic patterns, the counterfactual past tense with 
modal particle pattern remains more stable and productive in Post-Classical Greek 
(III BCE – III CE). First of all, the combination of the modal particle with past indicative 
(in the imperfect, aorist or pluperfect) occurs across different registers in early Post
Classical Greek (e.g. P. Heid. Gr. 3 230, 10, LXX Ge. 43.10, Ps. 50.18, Plb. 3.9.8, 6.11.6, D.S. 
1.72.3, 11.55.8, D.H. 3.6.4, 5.72.1) and middle Post-Classical Greek (e.g. P. Sarap. 98.5, NT
Ev.Matt. 11.23, 24.22, D. C. 7.35.4, 9.40.33). Second, there is an alleged altered replication 
in the literature which needs reconsideration, viz. the alleged loss of the modal par
ticle from counterfactual apodoses, allegedly resulting in the spread of the imper
fect for counterfactuals in Post-Classical Greek (Horrocks 1995: 165; 2010: 236–238). 
This generalization does not correspond with the corpus data: counterfactual pat
terns with the past indicative (whether in aorist or imperfect) and the modal parti
cle, as illustrated above, occur across the registers of early and middle Post-Classical 
Greek texts. Moreover, instances of altered replication whereby the modal particle 
is dropped from a counterfactual apodosis only seem to occur in the Septuagint and 
the New Testament in my corpus.8

8 Of course, there are counterfactual apodoses with a counterfactual modal verb since those do 
not need a modal particle (la Roi 2022d: 123–124). See section 3.2 below for a discussion of the Post
Classical Greek evidence for these patterns.

 As for the examples from the Septuagint men
tioned in grammars, we should take into account that many of these examples do 
have the modal particle in manuscript variants (according to Muraoka 2016: 764), 
many have verbs with -αν (e.g. 2 Ma. 4.47.2 ἀπελύθησαν ἀκατάγνωστοι, 5.17.3 
ἀνετράπη) which may have contributed to textual corruption and, most importantly, 
language contact determined these altered replications. Biblical Hebrew did not have 
an equivalent of the modal particle for counterfactual apodoses. In fact, recent re
search has demonstrated that some counterfactual conditionals in the Septuagint 
are the result of the translators having had a different source text whilst translating 
(Tjen 2010: 103–106), translators seeking a Greek alternative with various rates of 

-

 

-
-

-
-

-

-

−− 

-
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success (Tjen 2010: 141–143) or translators providing ‘new’ patterns, from the Greek 
perspective, as a result of a translation strategy, as in example (5) below: 

καὶ εἰ μὴ ἐξέκλινεν, νῦν οὖν σὲ μὲν ἀπέκτεινα, ἐκείνην δὲ περιεποιησάμην. 
(LXX Nu. 22.33) 

And if it had not turned away, now surely I would have killed you but kept it alive. 

As explained by Tjen (2010: 219), this use of νῦν οὖν to signal the counterfactual
consequent of the previous negated counterfactual conditional clause follows from
an attempt of direct lexical representation of the Hebrew. Also, the paratactically
connected non-counterfactual clause (ἐκείνην δὲ περιεποιησάμην) explicitly con
firms the counterfactuality of the preceding clause. Regarding the differential rep
lication of this language contact pattern, we only find this pattern in the New Tes
tament in my corpus, which, as discussed and illustrated above, retained language
contact features from the Septuagint more often through a form of internal lan
guage contact. In fact, if one considers the type of linguistic strategies to introduce
counterfactual apodoses in the New Testament, there is a great resemblance to the
strategies found in the Septuagint: (i) a counterfactual modal verb is used (see ex. 6),
(ii) the manuscript variants attest to a modal particle (e.g. Ep.Gal. 4.15, Turner 1963:
92), or (iii) the context spells out the counterfactuality by doubling up on negation
instead (see ex. 7 or the negated main clauses followed by εἰ μὴ and past indicative
in Ev.Jo. 19.11 or Ep.Rom. 7.7).

 
 
 

-
-
-
 

-
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Ἀγρίππας δὲ τῷ Φήστῳ ἔφη, Ἀπολελύσθαι ἐδύνατο ὁ ἄνθρωπος οὗτος εἰ μὴ ἐπεκέκλητο Καίσαρα. 
(NT Act.Ap. 26.32) 

This man could have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar. 
 
εἰ μὴ ἦλθον καὶ ἐλάλησα αὐτοῖς, ἁμαρτίαν οὐκ εἴχοσαν· νῦν δὲ πρόφασιν οὐκ ἔχουσιν περὶ τῆς
ἁμαρτίας αὐτῶν

 
  

(NT Ev.Jo. 15.22)  

If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not be guilty of sin; but now they have no
excuse for their sin.

 
 

Using the language ecology perspective, we can now show that this pattern is a
transmitted feature of language contact.

 
 

Third and finally, there is an altered replication in middle Post-Classical Greek 
which, at least in the texts studied here, did not make it to the stage of differential 
replication (yet): the use of the modal particle in insubordinate wishes with εἴθε 
(la Roi 2021: 23–24). This construction occurs twice in our corpus, once in the high 
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register of Lucian (ex. 8) and once in the middle register of the Acts of Thomas (see
la Roi 2021: 23–24 for this example):

 
 

καὶ εἴθε γε κἂν ἐκείνου εἰς κόρον ἦν πιεῖν, νῦν δὲ πολλάκις αἰτήσαντος ὁ παῖς “οὐδ’ ἀΐοντι ἔοικεν”. 
(Luc. Merc.Cond. 26) 

If only you might have had your fill, even of that! But as things are, though you ask for it re
peatedly, the page “hath not even the semblance of hearing”.

-
 

As suggested by la Roi (2021: 23–24), the altered replication of this construction, 
which before was only used with the past indicative or optative, has its origin in the 
internal ecology of the wish system in Post-Classical Greek; counterfactual ὄφελον 
had extended to non-counterfactual wishes and the common first person counter
factual wish construction ἐβουλόμην (ἄν) could not be used. Since the two occur
rences of this new construction surface in both middle and high registers and there 
are clear internal ecological reasons for its occurrence, we would not need to revert 
to an explanation in terms of Atticism.

-
-

 

3.2 Counterfactual modal verbs and the modal particle
in Post-Classical Greek

   
 

As briefly mentioned above, Classical Greek counterfactual modal verbs such as 
ἔδει (3rd person) and ἐβουλόμην (1st person), the two verbs on which I will focus 
here,9

9 Besides for obvious reasons of scope, οther counterfactual modal verbs that had similar distri
butions in Classical Greek such as (ἐ)χρῆν start to become less frequent in Post-Classical Greek.

 did not need the modal particle to signify their counterfactuality but started
to occur with them due to a process of analogy (see la Roi 2022d: 123–124 with corpus
counts). In terms of language ecology, the differential replication of counterfactual
modal verbs without the modal particle was contaminated by the pattern of stand
ard counterfactuals (i.e. with verbs that did need the modal particle). In Post-Clas
sical Greek (III BCE – III CE), we find normal replication of both patterns, but dif
ferential replication of these patterns from Classical Greek is strongly constrained
by register and Atticism. The absence of the modal particle with the counterfactual
modal verbs ἔδει and ἐβουλόμην from the papyri shows that register codetermined 
the propagation of this analogical pattern from Classical Greek into the respective 
Post-Classical Greek periods. To illustrate, in early Post-Classical Greek we find 
counterfactual ἔδει and ἐβουλόμην in main clauses with the modal particle only 
selectively (in Plb. 1.3.7 ἔδει & ἄν, 5.37.10 ἐβουλόμην & ἄν, D.H. 9.53.2 ἐβουλόμην & ἄν) 

 
 
 

-
-
-
 
 

−− 
-
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as well as without the modal particle (in Plb. 4.22.10, D.H. 3.7.5 ἔδει, D.H. Dem. 3.18 
ἐβουλόμην). 

In middle Post-Classical Greek, we similarly do not find the pattern with the 
modal particle in the papyri, nor in the middle registers of the New Testament, Ep
ictetus or Acts of Thomas, but only in the high register texts of Lucian (e.g. Abd. 20.12 
ἔδει & ἄν and Herm. 81.19 ἐβουλόμην & ἄν) and Aelius Aristides (e.g. Aristid. 505.14 
ἔδει & ἄν and 151.23 ἐβουλόμην & ἄν). Interpreting the propagation of these patterns 
from a language ecology perspective, the latter pattern with the modal particle has
spread upwards from a middle to a high register in Post-Classical Greek, confirming
its link with the social prestige of Atticism, since Post-Classical Greek texts that dis
play a form of Atticism have the pattern.

-

 
 

-
 

3.3 The modal particle and the potential optative
in Post-Classical Greek

   
 

Though there are admittedly distinct differences in the literature between how the
‘demise’, ‘loss’ or ‘survival’ of the optative is evaluated, most scholars subscribe to
the idea of a structured process of loss: first the optative is removed from its func
tion in secondary sequence, next the potential optative, and finally the wish opta
tive (which in fact proved most resilient historically, see Evans 2003). A typical form
of ‘supporting argumentation’ rests on pointing out that the New Testament has no
instances of the optative in secondary sequence and very few potential optatives
(but most repeated arguments can be found already in Meillet 2009: 274–279).
Herein lies the danger of relying on the New Testament as the only benchmark for
the development of Post-Classical Greek, since the potential optative receives nor
mal replication in the papyri from early and middle Post-Classical Greek and in
most other literary texts. To rewrite the history of the Post-Classical Greek optative,
I will describe the corpus evidence that I found for the replication patterns of the
potential optative in early and middle Post-Classical Greek, incorporating evidence
from earlier, overlooked corpus studies.

 
 
-
-
 
 
 
 
 

-
 
 
 
 

 
In the papyri from early and middle Post-Classical Greek, my counts of all the

optatives show that they are by no means rare. The potential10

10 Note that the count also includes uses in subordinate clauses (e.g. with ὅτι, εἰ or ἵνα).

 and wish optative
occur as follows with the following Normed Rate of Occurrence:

 
 

11 

−− 
 

  
 

 

11 The Normed Rate of Occurrence refers here to how often they occur every 1000 words, thereby
allowing a balanced comparison per period. The total number of words for the different periods
used are respectively: 886,198; 2,396,693 and 1,005,421 words.
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Tab. 32: The optative in the Post-Classical Greek papyri. 

Period Potential Optative Wish optative 

Early Post-Classical Greek 474   (0.535 NRO) 102   (0.115 NRO) 

Middle Post-Classical Greek 199   (0.083 NRO) 336   (0.139 NRO) 

Late Post-Classical Greek 514   (0.511 NRO) 276   (0.275 NRO) 

 
In early Post-Classical Greek, both the potential and wish optative remain frequent,
with the frequency of the potential optative strongly outweighing those of the wish
optative. Yet, these numbers hide many features of distributional variation and
change, only some of which can be discussed here (see la Roi (subm) for a full analy
sis). For example, almost 75% of the potential optatives in early Post-Classical Greek
papyri occur in novel formulae (e.g. καλῶς ἂν ποιήσαις 204 times, 43%). As a result of
taking these out, the numbers for non-formulaic uses of the potential optative become
almost the same in early and middle Post-Classical Greek, thereby highlighting the
stability of the potential optative in these two periods. Also, subordinate clause usage
of the potential optative outweighs main clause usage in middle and late Post-Classi
cal Greek, contradicting conventional ‘loss’ accounts of the optative.

 

 

 

 
-
 
 

 
 

-
 

As for the potential optative in literary texts of early and middle Post-Classical
Greek, not only do we possess existing, overlooked studies attesting to a continued
use of the potential optative, but, if we look outside the New Testament, the idea of
the decline or loss of the potential optative becomes increasingly unattractive. To
illustrate the situation in early Post-Classical Greek, Karl Reik (1907: 88–89; 190–191)
had already counted 212 occurrences of the potential optative in Polybius, with 70
occurring in the main clause, and 401 potential optatives in Philo, with 194 occur
ring in the main clause. Note that this data also supports persistence of the potential
optative in main and subordinate clause usages. Finally, I found at least 41 potential
optatives with ἄν in Epictetus, a near contemporary of the New Testament who is 
normally thought to display colloquial features in his language (Horrocks 2010: 146), 
constesting the notion of loss.

 
 
 
 
 
 

-
 
 

 

4 Summary and conclusion  

In this paper, I have detailed how Post-Classical Greek makes its own modal mor
phosyntactic patterns and how it does or does not propagate innovative patterns
across registers. I have done so by distinguishing between normal, altered and dif
ferential replication in a register-balanced corpus of early and middle Post-Classical

-
 

-
 



386 − Ezra la Roi 

  

Greek texts. With regard to normal replication, only the counterfactual use of the
past indicative with ἄν and the use of the potential optative with ἄν reproduced
existing patterns in Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – III CE). Next, I have highlighted
the role played by language contact and internal ecology12

12 In addition, we should note how dialectal contact may cause innovations which do not spread,
as evidenced by the past habitual use of ἄν with ‘iterative’-σκ in Herodotus’ literary dialect discussed
above in section 3.1.

 for the creation of novel
patterns due to altered replication; on the one hand, the creation of the past generic
construction and the counterfactual indicative apodosis without ἄν are a a result of
written language contact from the Septuagint translation. On the other hand, we
can explain novel uses with reference to the role of internal ecology, e.g. of ἄν in a
counterfactual insubordinate wish due to the lack of alternatives available in the
system or the novel formulaic uses of the potential optative as the result of a func
tional specialization. Finally, I have emphasized that the differential replication of
novel patterns in Post-Classical Greek is (i) highly restricted due to the effects of
written language contact, e.g. the replication of the past generic construction with
ἄν or the past counterfactual apodosis without ἄν from the Septuagint only in the
New Testament due to internal language contact, or (ii) due to the connection of a
usage to register and Atticism, e.g. the spread upwards of the analogical use of ἄν
with counterfactual modal verbs. In sum, by contextualizing the replication types
of these modal patterns in different registers (coarse-grained though the divisions
are), we are able to trace not only the locus and motivation of new and old patterns
but also determine its diachronic trajectory across registers and diachrony in Post
Classical Greek.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

-
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

-
 

References 
Adrados, F.R. (1992) Nueva sintaxis del Griego antiguo. Madrid: Gredos. 
Adrados, F.R. (2005) A History of the Greek Language: From its Origins to the Present. Leiden: Brill. 
Bentein, K. (2012) “Perfect periphrases in post-classical and early byzantine Greek: An ecological

evolutionary account”. Journal of Greek Linguistics 12 (2), 205–275.
- 

 
Bentein, K. (2013) “Register and the diachrony of post-classical and Early Byzantine Greek”. Revue 

Belge de Philologie et d’Histoire 91 (1), 5–44. 
Bentein, K. (2016) Verbal Periphrasis in Ancient Greek: Have- and Be- Constructions. Oxford University Press. 
Bianconi, M. and Magni, E. (2022) “The survival of the optative in New Testament Greek”. Journal of

Greek Linguistics 22, 1–43.
 

 
Browning, R. (1983) Medieval and Modern Greek. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Crespo, E., Conti, L., and Maquieira, H. (2003) Sintaxis del griego clásico. Madrid: Gredos. 

−− 
 
 

 



 Dangling between Diachrony, Register and Atticism − 387 

  

Croft, W. (2000) Explaining Language Change: An Evolutionary Approach. Harlow (England)/New York:
Longman.

 
 

van Emde Boas, E., Rijksbaron, A., Huitink, L., and de Bakker, M. (2019) Cambridge Grammar of Classical 
Greek. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Evans, T.V. (2003) “The Last of the Optatives”. Classical Philology 98 (1), 70–80. 
Horrocks, G.C. (1995) “On Condition: Aspect and Modality”. Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological

Society 41, 153–173.
 

 
Horrocks, G.C. (2010) Greek: A History of the Language and its Speakers. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell. 
Humbert, J. (1960) Syntaxe Grecque. Paris: Klincksieck. 
Jiménez López, M.D. (ed.) (2020) Sintaxis del griego antiguo. Madrid: CSIC. 
Kim, L. (2017) “Atticism and Asianism”. In D.S. Richter and W.A. Johnson (eds.), Atticism and Asianism. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 41–66.  
Kühner, R. and Gerth, B. (1904) Ausführliche Grammatik der griechischen Sprache. Zweiter Teil: Satzlehre. 

Hannover: Hahnsche Buchhandlung. 
Mandilaras, B.G. (1973) The Verb in the Greek Non-Literary Papyri. Athens: Hellenic Ministry of Culture

and Sciences.
 

 
Meillet, A. (2009) Aperçu d’une histoire de la langue grecque. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Monaco, C. (2021) The Origins and Development of Linguistic Atticism. Cambridge University. 
Muraoka, T. (2016) A Syntax of Septuagint Greek. Leuven: Bristol. 
Reik, K. (1907) Der Optativ bei Polybius und Philo von Alexandria. Leipzig: Fock. 
la Roi, E. (2020a) “A rephilologized diachronic analysis of ‘Post-Classical Greek’: Pitfalls and principles 

for progress”. Journal of Greek Linguistics 20 (2), 213–238.  
la Roi, E. (2020b) “Habitual auxiliaries in Ancient Greek: Grammaticalization and diachronic collocation

shifts”. Indogermanische Forschungen 125 (1), 135–164.
 

  
la Roi, E. (2021) “The insubordination of if- and that-clauses from Archaic to Post-Classical Greek: a dia

chronic constructional typology”. Symbolae Osloenses 95 (1), 2–64.
-

 
la Roi, E. (2022a) “Down the Paths to the Past Habitual: its historical connections with counterfactual

pasts, future in the pasts, iteratives and lexical sources in Ancient Greek”. Folia Linguistica His
torica Published online 24/10/2022. Available at: <https://doi.org/10.1515/flin-2022-2042>.

 
-

 
la Roi, E. (2022b) “Interlocking life-cycles of counterfactual mood from Archaic to Classical Greek: As

pect, actionality and changing temporal reference”. Indogermanische Forschungen 127, 235–282.
-

 
la Roi, E. (2022c) “The Atticist lexica as metalinguistic resource for morphosyntactic change in Post

Classical Greek”. Journal of Greek Linguistics 22 (2), 199–231.
-

  
la Roi, E. (2022d) “Towards a chronology of the modal particles: the diachronic spread in the Ancient

Greek mood system”. Graeco-Latina Brunensia 27 (2), 113–135.
 

 
la Roi, E. (forth.) “Rewriting the History of the Optative in the Post-Classical Greek Papyri and Literary

Texts (III BCE – VI CE): Persistence, Formulae and Innovation”. In K. Bentein and M. Vierros (eds.),
New Light from the East: Linguistic Perspectives on Non-Literary Papyri and Related Sources. Helsinki 
University Press.

 
 

  
Schwyzer, E. and Debrunner, A. (1950) Griechische Grammatik. Zweiter Band. Syntax und syntaktische Stilistik. 

München: Beck. 
Tjen, A. (2010) On Conditionals in the Greek Pentateuch: A Study of Translation Syntax. New York:

T & T Clark International.
  

 
Turner, N. (1963) A Grammar of New Testament Greek: Syntax. Edinburgh: Clark. 

https://doi.org/10.1515/flin-2022-2042>.la



	Part IV: Syntax 2: Verb and Modality
	Dangling between Diachrony, Register andAtticism: A Language Ecology Approach to Modal Morphosyntax in Post-Classical Greek
	1 Stability and Change in the Modal Morphosyntax of Post-Classical Greek
	2 Replication patterns in Post-Classical Greek texts
	3 Modal morphosyntactic patterns in Post-Classical Greek (III BCE – III CE)
	3.1 Past indicatives and the modal particle in Post-Classical Greek: counterfactuality, habituality and genericity
	3.2 Counterfactual modal verbs and the modal particle in Post-Classical Greek
	3.3 The modal particle and the potential optative in Post-Classical Greek

	4 Summary and conclusion
	References





