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Abstract: 

In this entry, I discuss the problems surrounding speech act typologies, show which forms may express which 

types of speech acts in Medieval Greek, and signal the need for further research in this underexplored area.  

 

Speech Acts,  Medieval Greek 

1 Speech act typologies and Medieval Greek 

When we encounter an imperative μάθε máthe ‘learn’ in a context where it expresses a command, we would 

say that the sentence expresses a so-called directive speech act, that is, the expression of the speaker’s desire 

for the hearer to act (Jary and Kissine 2016, cf. Orders in Medieval Greek EGLL). The notion that a speech act 

is the way a sentence functions as an act from the speaker towards the hearer has a long and complex history 

(see Sadock 2006 for a concise overview). The concept originated in a countermovement in the philosophy 

of language, as a concept that showed that sentences had more than just semantic content about the world 

(cf. the provocative title of the foundational work “how to do things with words” by Austin 1962). SigniƧƬcant 

progress has been made in the conceptualization of speech acts, in particular by Searle (1969) and Grice 

(1975) and concepts such as ‘indirect speech acts’ (cf. interrogatives with ‘can’ as requests in English as a 

means of polite indirectness). Yet, there are still signiƧƬcant disagreements about speech acts between 

scholars. The major remaining issue is that there is no general consensus on speech act labels (cf. Levinson 

2012; Kissine 2013; House and Kádár 2021a), either more generally in the delimitation of certain speech acts 

(for example whether wishes are a subtype of directives) and more speciƧƬcally in the number of speech acts 

to distinguish (Siemund 2018). The following matters are at the source of this divide, a divide between 

minimalists, who identify a typically Searlean set of speech acts (e.g. assertives, directives, commissives and 

expressives), and maximalists, who propose extensive sets of speech acts (e.g. House and Kádár 2021b):  

(i) speech acts are typically embedded in larger communicative moves or exchanges and generated 

in line with that environment (cf. Levinson 2012 on the embedding of speech acts in 

conversational exchanges),  



(ii) speech act theorists such as Searle slightly simplify the communicative process by reducing 

illocutionary acts to the intention of the speaker, thereby excluding the role of the hearer as 

crucial source for the ‘meaning’ of an act (cf. Hansen and TerkouraƧƬ 2023), and  

(iii) languages and cultures diƦfer strongly on how they encode speech acts morphosyntactically 

(Siemund 2018, 64–93) as well the culturally embedded conventions surrounding speciƧƬc 

speech acts (cf. the cross-cultural studies of apologies and politeness in House and Kádár 2021b). 

Only when we take these insights onboard and consider speech acts in Medieval Greek, we realize just how 

little research there has been on speech acts in Medieval Greek, not only in comparison to other periods of 

Greek [EGLL other speech act entries] but also in comparison to other languages. This is not to say that it is 

not a promising area of research, though, as shown by research on pragmatic markers in the Chronicle of 

Morea (e.g. Soltic 2015) and by the recent overview of the morphosyntax of sentence types in the Cambridge 

Grammar of Medieval and Early Modern Greek (see Horrocks 2019, 1865–84). In the subsections below, I 

therefore provide an overview of the most commonly accepted speech acts and discuss the diƦferent ways in 

which these may be expressed in Medieval Greek. In section 6, I provide some suggestions for further research 

in this area. 

2 Assertives in Medieval Greek 

Assertive speech acts commit the speaker to something being the case, such as stating, concluding or 

swearing. In statements in Medieval Greek, there was a competition between the choice of negator, viz. οὐ(κ) 

ou(k) vs. (οὐ)δέν (ou)dén, since the latter was taking over from the former near the end of Medieval Greek 

[EGLL negation medieval to modern greek]. Statements could be diƦferentiated in terms of their likeliness of 

occurrence by means of a variety of modal strategies, such as the the future indicative, the potential optative 

in high register texts, or several hypothetical modal strategies (e.g. the imperfect or grammaticalized modal 

auxiliaries) that often could have a counterfactual as well as a potential meaning (see Horrocks 2019, 1866–

75 and EGLL mood and modality in Medieval Greek for a complete overview).  

Besides these largely inherited strategies, there were alternative ways to form assertive speech acts, such as 

the use of performatives, as in ὀμνύω omnúo:  ‘I swear’ in example 1 below (cf. Chron. Mor. H & T 4312-4314 for 

an example with a negative complement clause). Note also that the swearing creates the eƦfect of a threat 

because a condition is appended to the swearing. 

(1) Εἴτε εὑρεθῇς στὸν τόπον μου διαβὼν οἱ δύο ἑβδομάδες, 

ὀμνύω σε εἰς τὸ στέμμα μου, κ် εἰς τὴν ψυχήν μου ἀπάνω, 



ὁρίσει θέλω παρευτὺς νὰ κόψουν τὴν κεφαλήν σου (Chron. Mor. H & T 5823-5825)  

eíte eurethê:is stòn tópon mou diabò:n hoi dúo ebdomádes, omnúo: se eis tò stémma mou, k’ eis tè:n psukhé:n 

mou apáno: horísei thélo: pareutùs nà kópsoun tè:n kefalé:n sou 

If you are found in my land after the two weeks have passed, I swear to you on my crown and upon my soul, 

I will order that you head be cut oƦf at once.  

Another way to make assertive speech acts was to use the novel assertive usage of insubordinate να na (la Roi 

2024b), as in examples 2 to 4. Crucially, the novel assertive usages of να na combine with other modal 

strategies much in the same way regular statements combine with other modal strategies: in example 2 the 

double negative construction and insubordinate να na yield a strong statement, in example 3 the statement 

of να na with the subjunctive gives the eƦfect of a promise, and in example 4 the combination with the 

imperfect expresses a hypothetical assertion.  

(2) Μισὶρ Ντζεφρέ, ἀφέντη τῆς Καρυταίνου, 

μὴ προῦ σὲ σφάξουν, ἀδελφέ, ်ς ἐμέναν παραδόσου·  

ἀπάνω εἰς τὴν ψυχίτσα μου δόλον οὐ μὴ νὰ ἔχῃς (Chron. Mor. H 4063-4065) 

Misìr Ndzefré, afénte: tê:s Karutaínou, mè proû sè sfáksoun, adelfé, ‘s eménan paradósou· apáno: eis tè:n 

psukhítsa mou dólon ou mè: nà ékhe:is   

‘Sir GeoƦfroy, lord of Karytaina, before they kill you, brother, surrender to me; on my dear soul you will ƧƬnd 

no guile. 

(3) ὑπάγετε, ἀναμείνατε μόνον κἂν τρεῖς ἡμέρας, καὶ τότε δεῦτε πρὸς ἐμὲ καὶ ὀκάτι νὰ σᾶς εἴπω (Spaneas 441-442) 

hupágete, anameínate mónon kàn treîs he:méras, kaì tóte deûte pròs emè kaì okáti nà sâs eípo: 

‘Go, wait just three days, and then come to me, and I will tell you something I have to say’ 

(4) ἐπεὶ ἔνι γὰρ κι ὁ τόπος σου γυμνὸς ἐκ τὰ φουσσᾶτα, 

νὰ τὸν ἐπάρουν εὔκολα καὶ νὰ τὸν ἔχῃς χάσει (Chron. Mor. H 4236–7) 

epeì éni gàr ki ho tópos sou gumnòs ek tà foussâta, và tòn epároun eúkola kaì nà tòn ékhe:is khásei 

‘Since your land is stripped of its armies, they would take it easily and you would lose it’ 

3 Directives in Medieval Greek  



Besides commands, directives comprise a host of subtypes which share that their aim is to spur the hearer 

into action (literally or metaphorically), such as requests, advice, suggestions, warnings. By far the most 

common expression of a directive in Medieval Greek is the imperative mood, which could be used to express 

not only orders (e.g. the command of μάθε máthe ‘learn!’ mentioned above) but also suggestions and requests, 

depending on the predicate and the context (see section 6 for non-directive imperatives). Example 5 below 

neatly illustrates the interplay between form and function in directives: (i) the ƧƬrst, vision imperative is not 

a literal command to ‘see’ (its original meaning) but a warning to the hearer to ‘consider’ his oƦfence and the 

third, motion imperative ἔλα éla ‘come on’ is only a ‘metaphorical’ push to move the girl into action (see la 

Roi 2022 on the intersubjectiƧƬcation of imperatives), (ii) the second imperative functions as a direct 

command (cf. the mitigating vocative that follows), whereas (iii) the fossilized imperative ἂς às ‘let’s’ is a 

suggestion to go on their way together, sometimes labelled cohortative [egll cohortative].  

(5) ἀμὲ καὶ ἐσύ, μαυρόμματε, βλέπε τὸ ἀσκάνδαλόν σου.  

Καὶ ἐγείρου, κοράσιον μου, ἔλα ἂς περιπατοῦμεν.  

amè kaì esú, maurómmate, blépe tò askándalón sou. 

Kaì egeírou, korásion mou, éla às peripatoûmen 

(Dig. Akr. E. 910-911) 

But you, dark-eyed one, see that you give no oƦfence 

And rise up, my girl, come on let’s be on our way 

The insubordinate use of να na to express directives was continued in Medieval Greek (la Roi 2024b). See how 

in example 6 it is connected paratactically to the preceding directive expressed by the imperative: 

(6) Μαθὸν μηδ’ ἄρτι βιάζεσαι, ἐλθὲ καὶ νὰ καθίσῃς (Ptoch. 3.242) 

Mathòn me:d’ árti biázesai, elthè kaì nà kathíse:is  

Learn to also not rush now; come and sit 

 

Matters are more complex for negative imperatives, also called prohibitives (van der Auwera and Devos 2012). 

On the one hand, the subjunctive was used negative imperatives, to express prohibitions as in example 7 

below.  

(7) “Ἀφέντη, ἀδελφέ μου, πρόσεχε, μὴ τὸ βαρεθῇς, τὸ ἔδωκεν ἡ κρίσις· (Chron. Mor. H & T 2399-2400) 

Afénte:, adelfé mou, prósekhe, mè tò barethê:is, tò édo:ken he: krísis  



Lord, my brother, take notice, don’t be grieved by what the judgment has produced 

On the other hand, the negative imperative has been said to undergo a signiƧƬcant change in Medieval Greek 

in that it became impossible to be negated (Chatzopoulou 2019, 159 and EGLL negation in medieval and 

modern greek). It should be clear, though, that this change only belongs to the late Medieval Greek period, 

as we ƧƬnd numerous examples from earlier periods of Medieval Greek, as in example 7 from Theophanes 

Confessor from the 8th and 9th century, or in the writings of Psellus from the 11th century (e.g. Or. Paneg. 2.70 

and 2.413).  

(8) Θεοδόσιε, μὴ ἐκδέχου πλὴν τῶν ὁρωμένων σοι.  (Theoph. Conf. Chron. 490.2) 

Theodósie, mè: ekdékho plè:n tô:n horo:méno:n soi 

Theodosius, do not expect anything else except those things seen by you 

4 Interrogatives in Medieval Greek 

Interrogative speech acts could be introduced by a host of question words, such as πῶς pô:s ‘how’ or τί(ς) tí(s) 

‘what/who’, and were negated with οὐ or οὐδὲν (see Horrocks 2019, 1879–80 for examples). Interrogatives 

which acquire additional speech act values such as rhetorical questions (see la Roi 2024a for this point) are 

marked formally as a standard interrogative according to Horrocks, as in 9 below:  

(9) ἀφότου ἔφυγεν δίχα νὰ πολεμήσῃ …, πῶς ἠμποροῦμε ἡμεῖς … νὰ βλάψωμεν τὸν τόπον;  (Chron. Mor. H & T 

9177–81) 

Afótou éfugen díkha và polemé:se:i ...., pô:s e:mporoûme he:meîs ... nà blápso:men tòn tópon?  

since he has ƥƷed without battle... how could we do damage to this place?! 

This is not to say that there are no specialized forms within interrogative speech acts, as shown by (i) polar 

interrrogatives expressed with a non-negative (or ‘expletive’) negative marker as in example 10 [EGLL 

negation Medieval and Modern Greek], and (ii) the insubordinate use of να na in questions where the verb 

in the να na clause provides the ƧƬnite predicate (la Roi 2024b).  

(10) πάντως μὴ ἔπαθες κακόν; πάντως μὴ ἐφαντάχθης;  

pánto:s mi épathes kakón? pánto:s mè: efantákhthe:s? ‘Did something bad perhaps happen to you? Did you 

perhaps see a ghost? (Liv. V 2485) 

(11) διατὶ νὰ ὑπᾶμε εἰς τὴν Συρίαν κι οὐ μὴ νὰ στραφοῦμε ὀπίσω; (Chron. Mor. H. 819)  

Diatì nà hupâme eis tè:n Surían ki ou mè nà strafoûme opíso:? 



‘Why should we go to Syria and shouldn’t we turn around? 

5 Exclamatives in Medieval Greek 

Exclamatives have generally been viewed as an expressive type of speech act which is used to introduce the 

speaker’s surprise/evaluation of known or obvious information to the speaker (Siemund 2018, 268). This is 

why they are typically expressed by an interrogative pronouns/adverb and an evaluative adjective or adverb 

in Medieval Greek  (Horrocks 2019, 1881). Other ways are to use the insubordinate construction as in 12 (la Roi 

2024b): 

(12) νὰ λέουν ὁκάποιος φτωχὸς […] ἐνίκησεν τοῦ βασιλέως τὸν ἀδελφὸν (Chron. Mor. H 5008–9, Horrocks 2019: 

1881) 

Nà léoun hokápoios phto:khòs [...] eníke:sen toû basiléo:s tòn adelfòn  

‘To have people say that some pauper defeated the king’s brother!’ 

An example shows that exclamatives also have pragmatic side-eƦfects, such as indignation as in 12. 

6  Prospects for speech act research in Medieval Greek 

Despite the promise of the notion that a form in some way predetermines a speech act function, we have 

seen that the evidence from Medieval Greek rather shows a larger variety of ways in which one type of speech 

act can be marked. I would hypothesize that the same applies to other still unexplored speech acts, such as 

apologies, greetings or thanks. In particular, future research should address at least the following three 

important issues:  

(i) the range of speech acts encoded in some particular way in Medieval Greek (cf. the variety of 

structures to express “wishes” noted by la Roi 2024b) 

(ii) the relationships between a form and its functional polysemy (cf. how the imperative χαῖρε can 

express a greeting in Medieval Greek as well) 

(iii) the impact of diachrony on the speech act system (cf. Soltic 2015 on the development of 

procedural functions by λέγω in Late Medieval Greek) 
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