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for making counterfactuals come true

∵





Contents

Editorial Foreword xi

Acknowledgments xiii

List of Tables xv

List of Figures xvi

Glosses, Abbreviations and Transliteration xvii

Part 1

1 Introduction 3

1.1 Scope and Structure of theWork 3

1.2 Tense, Aspect and Actionality in Counterfactuality 6

1.3 The Pragmatics of Counterfactuality 10

1.4 Counterfactuality and Polarity Reversal 16

1.5 Counterfactuality and Modality 21

1.6 Counterfactuality and Morphosyntactic Distribution 24

1.7 Counterfactual Speech Acts: Towards a Functional Typology 29

1.8 The Diachrony of Counterfactual Patterns 34

1.8.1 The Life Cycles of Counterfactuals 34

1.8.2 Sources of Counterfactuals 39

1.8.3 The Paths of Counterfactuals 41

1.8.4 The Tail Ends of Counterfactuality 42

1.9 Towards a Diachronic Typology of Counterfactuals 43

2 Corpus Collection for the History of Greek 46

2.1 Corpus Analysis and Contrastive Corpus Surveys 46

2.1.1 The Periodization of the History of Greek 46

2.1.2 Corpora, Registers and Data Collection 48

Part 2

3 The Life Cycles of Counterfactuals in Ancient Greek

(viii bce–iv bce) 55

3.1 The Optative in Indo-European, Archaic Greek and Early

Indo-European Languages 55



viii contents

3.2 Counterfactual Mood and Insubordination from Archaic to Classical

Greek 72

3.3 The Life Cycles of Counterfactual Mood from Archaic to Classical

Greek 77

3.4 Diffusion and Analogy of the Counterfactual Indicative 95

3.5 Counterfactuality Transfer, Subordination and the Modal Particles in

Ancient Greek 97

3.6 The Past Counterfactuality, Habituality and Genericity Pathway in

Ancient Greek 109

3.7 The Life Cycles of Counterfactual Modal Verbs in Ancient Greek 114

3.8 Archaic Greek Counterfactual Modal Verbs 116

3.9 Classical Greek Counterfactual Modal Verbs, Frequency and

Language Ecology 119

3.10 Temporal Reference Shift and Modal Paths out of

Counterfactuality 122

3.11 Analogy and the Morphosyntax of Counterfactual Modal Verbs 137

3.12 Avertives in Ancient Greek: Aspect, Actionality and Modality 141

3.13 Summary and Looking Ahead 147

4 The Life Cycles of Counterfactuals in Post-Classical Greek

(iii bce–vi ce) 150

4.1 Measuring the Impact of Register on Counterfactual Life Cycles 150

4.2 Aspect, Temporal Reference Shift and the Counterfactual

Indicative 152

4.3 Counterfactuals in Contact in Post-Classical Greek 162

4.4 Pragmatics, Analogy and the Alleged Loss of the Counterfactual

Modal Particle 173

4.5 Reinforcements of the counterfactual indicative in wishes 178

4.6 The life cycles of counterfactual indicatives in high register

contexts 180

4.7 The life cycles of counterfactual modal verbs in Post-Classical

Greek 187

4.7.1 Novel life cycles of counterfactual modal verbs 188

4.7.2 Loss of counterfactuality by modal verbs 192

4.7.3 The life cycles of counterfactual modal verbs, language ecology

and register 197

4.8 Avertives in Post-Classical Greek: continuity and change 201

4.9 Summary and looking ahead 210



contents ix

5 The life cycles of counterfactuals in Medieval and Modern Greek

(vii ce–now) 212

5.1 Counterfactuals and avertives in Medieval Greek 212

5.1.1 Counterfactual moods in Medieval Greek 212

5.1.2 Counterfactual modal verbs in Medieval Greek 225

5.1.3 Avertives in Medieval Greek 236

5.2 Counterfactuals and avertives in Modern Greek 238

5.2.1 Counterfactual moods in Modern Greek 239

5.2.2 Counterfactual modal verbs in Modern Greek 248

5.2.3 Avertives in Modern Greek 256

Part 3

6 The Life Cycles of Counterfactuals Cross-linguistically 265

6.1 The Life Cycles of Counterfactuals in the History of Greek 265

6.2 The Life Cycles of Counterfactuals across Indo-European Language

Histories 278

6.3 Towards a Diachronic Typology of Counterfactuals 294

Bibliography 299

Greek Index 317

General Index 319





Editorial Foreword

In thinking about the present volume by author Ezra la Roi, I am reminded of

a part of the Jewish Passover Haggadah—the text of the “telling” of the Jews’

exodus from Egypt. In the Haggadah there is a song that recounts the escape

from Egypt in a step-by-step fashion, wherein each step in the progression had

God’s help. Each step ends with the refrain “Dayenu”, a Hebrew word meaning

‘it would have been enough’, indicating that that step alone would have suf-

ficed to help the Jews immensely. Ultimately, the many steps are summed up

by alluding to God’s having done all of those steps on behalf of the Jews.

I mention this because in this fascinating work, la Roi, without any divine

interventionbutwith considerable inspiration, gives us a detailed overviewof a

pragmatically complex and nuanced set of constructions—counterfactuals—

providing both a synchronic analysis and a discussion of the diachrony

involved, not just for Ancient Greek but for Post-Classical Greek, and Medi-

eval Greek as well as Modern Greek. I am thus led to think that had he just

focused on a synchronic account, or just a diachronic account, for just Epic

Greek (Homer, especially) or just Classical Greek, or just Medieval Greek and

so on, it would have been sufficient. But he did all of that, andmore, producing

work that covers thewhole span of the relevant1 recordedhistory of Greek from

Homeric Greek up to Modern Greek of the present-day. And at the same time,

he offers an insightful review of the relevant literature on counterfactuals and

provides his own analytic framework for understanding them and understand-

ing their diachrony.

La Roi starts with a careful periodization of Greek, going well beyond the

usual division into Ancient, Post-Classical, Medieval, and Modern, and this

finer granularity provides a basis for a detailed and comprehensive coverage of

the whole of the attestation of counterfactuality in Greek. He develops a “life

cycle” for counterfactuals and illustrates its applicability in each phase of the

language that he examines. In this way, he gives the reader much to chew on

and ponder in terms of both synchrony and diachrony.

As a work that is both theoretical, in that it provides an explicit analysis

for counterfactuals, and highly empirical, in that it is richly illustrated with

example sentences fromeachof the chronological periods identified, this study

1 I say “relevant” here to excuse the fact that la Roi does not discuss Mycenaean Greek, a move

which is understandable inasmuch as there is simply no pertinent data from that earliest

documentation of the language.



xii editorial foreword

is tailor-made for the Empirical Approaches to Linguistic Theory series. It is

a great pleasure for me to be able to add such fine and thought-provoking

research to the roster of ealt volumes.

Brian D. Joseph

ealt Series Managing Editor

Columbus, Ohio USA

20 June 2025
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Glosses, abbreviations and transliteration

Glosses

Here I list the glosses that I used in addition to the glosses prescribed by the

Leipzig Glossing system:

opt optative

cf-ptc counterfactual particle

ptc particle

mod modal particle (i.e. an/ke(n) or tha)

Because linguistic context is crucial to the use and understanding of counter-

factuality, I was forced to be economical in glossing. To that end, I (i) only expli-

citly note the aspectual forms of past indicative forms, since past indicatives

are the most frequently discussed form, (ii) use only opt for optatives, to set

themapart from indicatives, (iii) pluralise the gloss of a form’smeaning instead

of adding sg/pl, (iv) put vocatives that consist of two words in one gloss, (v)

usually gloss the case for pronouns and adjectives, not articles, and (vi) use a

straight line to gloss a mixed morphological structure (e.g. ipfv|pprf).

Abbreviations

epcg Early Post-Classical Greek (iii–i bce)

(P)ie (Proto‑)Indo-European

lpcg Late Post-Classical Greek (iv–vi ce)

Moda the modal particle an/ke(n)

Modb the modal particle tha

mpcg Middle Post-Classical Greek (i–iii ce)

p protasis

q apodosis

ta temporal-aspectual

The abbreviated references toGreek texts follow the conventions in the Liddell,

Scott, Jones lexicon (lsj). If the text referred to did not feature in the lsj and

there was no conventional abbreviation (e.g. Chron.Mor. for the Chronicle of

Morea), I use an abbreviation that follows similar principles, for example using

Hist. for historia ‘history’ and Vit. for vita ‘life’.



xviii glosses, abbreviations and transliteration

Transliteration

Since themajority of the examples discussed in this book come fromArchaic to

Post-Classical Greek, I have adopted a graphemic transliteration strategy rather

than a phonological one. On the one hand, this is because many of the phono-

logical changes characteristic of Medieval andModern Greek are taking shape

in the Post-Classical Greek period. On the other hand, a graphemic transliter-

ation strategy is more transparent for those readers that are unfamiliar with

Greek. Therefore, the following choices for transliteration have been made in

order to make the Greek accessible to readers: upsilon= ‘u’, phi = ‘ph’, zeta= ‘z’,

chi= ‘kh’, xi= ‘ks’, theta= ‘th’, eta= ‘e:’, omega= ‘o:’. I used ‘:i’ to represent the iota

adscriptum. Instead of the Ancient Greek conventions of using the high dot ‘·’

to signify a semi-colon and of ‘;’ for question marks, I used a semi-colon and

a question mark respectively. For the same reasons, I have also chosen not to

mark accent in the transliterations.
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