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Applied sociolinguistic vs. Genealogical approach

» Applied sociolinguistic approach: Retrospective 
application of the Fergusonian model of 
diglossia to past situations (Καρβούνης 2023)

» Genealogical approach: Evolution of the term 
and concept of ‘diglossia’ in a competitive 
context (the Language Question)

Avoids anachronistic projections into the past

The genealogical approach ‘encompasses’ the applied 
sociolinguistic approach and must, eventually, also 
account for it
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Overview: A genealogy of ‘diglossia’

A. 1885: The early discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia and the Greek Language Question

B. 1959: The late discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia in Sociolinguistics

C. Conclusions. A de(con)structive approach
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A. 1885: The early discovery of ‘diglossia’

A. 1885: The early discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia and the Greek Language Question

B. 1959: The late discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia in Sociolinguistics.

C. Conclusions. A destructive approach
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Στ. Κουμανούδης, Συναγωγή νέων λέξεων Α’, 1900, p. 288
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A first occurrence

Κωνσταντίνος Οικονόμος, Περί της γνησίας προφοράς της ελληνικής γλώσσης 
βιβλίον, εν τη Τυπογραφεία του επί του Δημοσίου Παιδεύσεως Υπουργείου, εν 
Πετρουπόλει 1830,  p. ιε´.
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A first occurrence

Κωνσταντίνος Οικονόμος, Περί της γνησίας προφοράς της ελληνικής γλώσσης 
βιβλίον, εν τη Τυπογραφεία του επί του Δημοσίου Παιδεύσεως Υπουργείου, εν 
Πετρουπόλει 1830,  p. ιε´.
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But someone might say that we learn 
multiple pronunciations, including the 
Erasmian one (as if it were the old 
one!), to read the ancient Greek 
writers and poets, and the modern 
Greek one to communicate with all 
Greeks. And what is the fruit of this 
διγλωσσία and διφωνία?



A first occurrence (in context)

Εμμανουήλ Δ. Ροΐδης, Πάρεργα, Εκ του Τυπογραφείου Ανδρέου Κορομηλά, Εν 
Αθήναις 1885, p. ιζ´-ιη´.
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A first occurrence

Εμμανουήλ Δ. Ροΐδης, Πάρεργα, Εκ του Τυπογραφείου Ανδρέου Κορομηλά, Εν 
Αθήναις 1885, p. ιζ´-ιη´.
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A ready example of the difference between dialogue and 
monologue is the διγλωσσία (diglossia) prevalent in our 
Parliament. As long as the representatives of the Greek 
nation are calmly delivering monologues, they use the 
language of the written word. But as soon as they are 
interrupted, as soon as the discourse begins and dialogue 
replaces monologue, the recitation of written speech is 
immediately replaced by the living speech of the Greeks, 
the only one capable of conveying true passion. […] Here, it 
is not a matter of the language of the people versus the 
language of the learned, but of the diglossia of the same 
people, who have a living language through which they 
express all their feelings and passions, and are condemned 
to use, in writing or speaking, another language through 
which it is absolutely impossible to express any feeling or 
passion. From whatever perspective one examines the 
issue, one always ends up at διγλωσσία (diglossia).

Even those who speak with great pomp in 
Katharevousa (members of parliament, 
prosecutors, lawyers, preachers) “will not 
use it when socializing with friends, 
enduring the pains of surgery, scolding a 
child who has broken a glass, bidding 
farewell to a dying relative, being stepped 
on in the street by a careless passerby, 
kneeling before a woman, or raving in a 
dream”.



“coexistence of two grammars”

» «συνύπαρξις δύο 
γραμματικών», (p. 270 n. 1)

» «η ιδική μας διγλωσσία 
ουδεμίαν έχει σχέσιν ούτε 
προς διαλεκτικάς διαφοράς, 
ούτε προς βαρβαρισμούς 
απαιδεύτων, αλλ’ έγκειται εις 
το διάφορον του λεγομένου 
γραπτόν όνομα των 
συνηθεστάτων πραγμάτων 
και την χρήσιν δύο 
γραμματικών» ( p. 330)
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Εμμανουήλ Δ. Ροΐδης, Τα είδωλα: Γλωσσική μελέτη, in Άπαντα Δ´ , Ερμής, Αθήνα 
1978, pp. 93-363 [first edition:  έκδοσις Εστίας, εν Αθήναις 1893].

» “coexistence of two grammars”, 
(p. 270 n. 1)

» “Our form of diglossia has no 
relation either to dialectal 
differences or to barbarisms of 
the provincials or the solecisms 
of the uneducated, but rather 
lies in the difference between 
the spoken and written names 
for the most common things 
and in the use of two 
grammars” ( p. 330)



Αγ. Βλ. λ. 97
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Άγγελος Σ. Βλάχος, Λεξικόν Ελληνογαλλικόν, παρά τοις εκδόταις Α. Καναριώτη…, 
εν Αθήναις 18711, 18972.



Spreading the word

Jean Psichari, Essais de grammaire historique néo-grecque, première partie, 
Ernest Leroux, Paris 1886, pp. 211 n. 1, 267.

12



Spreading the word: Ψυχάρης

Jean Psichari, Essais de grammaire historique néo-grecque, première partie, 
Ernest Leroux, Paris 1886, pp. 211 n. 1, 267.
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Spreading the word: Ψυχάρης

Jean Psichari, Un pays qui ne veut pas de sa langue, Mercure de France 26, 
1928.
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“the term diglossie appears in 
[Mercure de France] at least six 
times between 1909 and 1928, 
before Psichari's article. All 
mentions, from the first in 1909, 
are routine, without definitions 
or explanations, as if it were a 
word with which the readers of 
the chronicles should already be 
familiar”.



Krumbacher: “Diglossie”, “Dualismus”, “Doppelsprachigkeit”
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Κ. Krumbacher, Το πρόβλημα της νεωτέρας γραφομένης ελληνικής …, τύποις Π. 
Δ. Σακελλαρίου, εν Αθήναις 1905 [ Das Problem der Neugriechischen 
Schriftsprache, 1902]



Krumbacher: “Diglossie”, “Dualismus”, “Doppelsprachigkeit”
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Κ. Krumbacher, Το πρόβλημα της νεωτέρας γραφομένης ελληνικής …, τύποις Π. 
Δ. Σακελλαρίου, εν Αθήναις 1905 [ Das Problem der Neugriechischen 
Schriftsprache, 1902]



Other early uses of ‘diglossia’: Daniel Quinn (1901)
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The Language Question and the spread of «διγλωσσία» 

18

1870 1901 1903 1919 1925/7



Typologies: Ροΐδης (1893)
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Εμμανουήλ Δ. Ροΐδης, Τα είδωλα: Γλωσσική μελέτη, in Άπαντα Δ’ , Ερμής, Αθήνα 
1978, pp. 93-363 [first edition:  έκδοσις Εστίας, εν Αθήναις 1893].

Confusion about language and 
style among all our scholars. Sp. 
Trikoupis was the first to point this 
out: that in the language of no 
civilized nation is there a 
difference between the forms of 
written and spoken speech. That 
the existence of bilingualism in the 
time of Pericles is proven 
impossible by the uniformity 
between the language of Plato and 
that of the people as portrayed by 
Aristophanes.



Typologies: Ψυχάρης (1895)

Jean Psichari, « Les idoles », Revue critique XXIX, 1895, pp. 281-293.
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Typologies: Ψυχάρης (1928)

Jean Psichari, Un pays qui ne veut pas de sa langue, Mercure de France 26, 
1928.
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- He denies the existence of 
diglossia in Ancient Greece. He 

does not consider Atticism to be 
a precedent of MG diglossia.

- « La diglossie véritable, la 
dévastatrice de l’Hellénisme, 
commence en réalité au IVe 
siècle de notre ère à Byzance, 
avec Constantin le Grand ».

- « La diglossie italienne et la 
diglossie française sont jeux 

d’enfant à côté de ce que nous 
avons à Byzance ».



Typologies: Krumbacher (1902/1905)
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Κ. Krumbacher, Το πρόβλημα της νεωτέρας γραφομένης ελληνικής …, τύποις Π. 
Δ. Σακελλαρίου, εν Αθήναις 1905 [ Das Problem der Neugriechischen 
Schriftsprache, 1902].

He compares the Greek language 
question with the Norwegian one, and 
Greek diglossia with the difference 
between ‘written High German’ and 
‘Low German’; he argues that the 
attempted analogies do not hold.



Typologies: Karl Brugmann (1906/1907)

Karl Brugman[n], Γραφτή και δημοτική και το γλωσσικό ζήτημα στην Ελλάδα, 
Αθήνα 1907, pp. 23-24 [“Schrift- und Volks-sprache und die ‘Sprachfrage’ der 
heutigen Griechen”, 1906].
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He rejects the analogies with Swiss 
German and the German-German 
linguistic situation: “In those places 
[…] no educated person looks down 
upon or disdainfully rejects their 
vernacular”.



Typologies: Α. Χ. Μπούτουρας (1919)

Αθανάσιος Χ. Μπούτουρας, Επισκόπησις της ιστορίας του γλωσσικού 
ζητήματος και κριτική επί των σχετικών γνωμών, τύποις Μιχ. 
Μαντζεβελάκη, εν Αθήναις 1919, p. 44.
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dissimilar cases: Norwegian and Danish, 
because they are two contemporary 
forms of language, ‘even though only one 
has a literary tradition’; German and 
Flemish, because ‘this is a case of a 
common [standard] language and a 
dialect. This is not the case of 
katharevousa, which is a patchwork from 
different eras’.



Typologies: Μανόλης Τριανταφυλλίδης
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Manolis Triantafyllidis will consider a whole 
constellation of cases, carefully distinguishing 

them from the Greek situation: the formation of 
the German language, the “French language 
question”, διγλωσσία in Flemish and Swiss 

schools, the “διγλωσσία of European 
languages”, etc.



Typologies: An exception to exceptionalism
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Βλαστός Πέτρος, 1935. Η ελληνική και μερικές άλλες παράλληλες διγλωσσίες. 
Αθήνα: Εστία, pp. 8, 13, passim.

Literary διγλωσσία is not a phenomenon unique 
[to Greece].

The earliest example of literary διπροσωπία is 
found in Hesiod.



Typologies: Γ. Ν. Χατζιδάκις

Γεωργίου Ν. Χατζιδάκι, «Περί του γλωσσικού ζητήματος εν Ελλάδι» (1890), in
Γλωσσολογικαί Μελέται Α´, εκ του Τυπογραφείου Π. Δ. Σακελλαρίου, εν Αθήναις 
1901, p. 240.
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Thus developed the so-called Atticism, which in truth signifies 
διγλωσσία of a type that can be termed historical as opposed to 
διγλωσσία that might be called contemporary [synchronic]. The 
historical type arose from the fact that the educated segment of 
the nation attempted to speak and write as certain Greeks had 
spoken and written many centuries earlier, i.e., using an older 
phase of the language, while the majority of the uneducated 
population spoke in the contemporary form of the language. 
Contemporary διγλωσσία, on the other hand, arises naturally 
everywhere and always from the fact that people pay attention to 
language differently depending on context: a priest speaks 
differently from a fisherman, a general from a coachman, and so 
on. Such διγλωσσία also existed in the city of Athens, even in its 
finest times, as the general populace did not speak in the same 
manner as the great Plato. This difference was not limited only to 
syntax and vocabulary but extended even to grammar.



B. 1959: The late discovery of ‘diglossia’

A. 1885: The early discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia and the Greek Language Question

B. 1959: The late discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia in Sociolinguistics.

C. Conclusions. A destructive approach
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“Diglossia”

29

C. A. Ferguson, Diglossia, Word 15 (1959): 325-40.



Ferguson: A list of cases, not a typology

30

καθαρεύoυσα

δημοτική

C. A. Ferguson, Diglossia, Word 15 (1959): 325-40.



Ferguson’s definition

» DIGLOSSIA is a relatively stable language 
situation in which, in addition to the primary 
dialects of the language (which may include a 
standard or regional standards), there is a very 
divergent, highly codified (often grammatically 
more complex) superposed variety, the vehicle 
of a large and respected body of written 
literature, either of an earlier period or in 
another speech community, which is learned 
largely by formal education and is used for most 
written and formal spoken purposes but is not 
used by any sector of the community for 
ordinary conversation.
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«Ferguson’s 3 rubrics» 

» Diglossia narrowly defined:

1. Two distinct varieties of the same language are 
used in the same community: H(igh) – L(ow)
variety; 

2. A specialization of function for H – L. 
H and L complement each other;

3. H is never used in everyday conversation, for 
casual or informal speech, small talk, etc.

32

diglossia ≠ standard + dialect 



«Ferguson’s 9 rubrics» 

1. different function/domains
(πεδία χρήσης)

2. prestige (κοινωνική αξιολόγηση)

3. literary heritage (γραμματεία)

4. mode of acquisition (τρόπος εκμάθησης)

5. standardization (τυποποίηση)

6. stability (σταθερότητα)

7. phonology

8. morphology )grammar(

9. vocabulary
33



The spread of ‘diglossia’

1992 1993

≈1,100 entries ≈3,000 entries
34



The spread of ‘diglossia’
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Reappropriation: Modern literature on Greek diglossia

Fred W. Householder, “Greek diglossia,” In: Report of the Thirteenth Annual Round 
Table Meeting on Linguistics and Language Studies, ed. Elisabeth D. Woodworth και 
Robert J. DiPietro, Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC 1962, pp. 109-132; 
(with the assistance of Κ. Kazazis) Greek Triglossia, Indiana University Linguistics 
Club, Bloomington, IN 1974.

Kostas Kazazis, “Sunday Greek,” In: Papers from the Fourth Regional Meeting, Chicago 
Linguistic Society, The University of Chicago, Chicago, IL 1968, pp. 130-140; “A 
superficially unusual feature of Greek diglossia,” In: Papers from the Twelfth Regional 
Meeting, Chicago Linguistic Society, ed. Salikoko S. Mufwene, Carol A. Walker και 
Sanford B. Steever, Chicago Linguistic Society, Chicago, IL 1976, pp. 369-375. 

E. Petrounias, “Modern Greek diglossia and its sociocultural implications,” Linguistic 
Communications 2, 1970, 117-157; “The Modern Greek language and diglossia,” In: 
Byzantina kai Metabyzantina, τ. 1: The “Past” in Medieval and Modern Greek Culture, 
ed. Speros Vryonis, Undena Publications, Malibu 1978, pp. 193-220.

Dimitri Sotiropoulos, “Diglossia and the national language question in Modern Greece,” 
Linguistics 197, 1977, pp. 5-31; “The social roots of Modern Greek diglossia,” 
Language Problems and Language Planning 6(1), 1982, pp. 1-28.

Peter Hawkins, “Greek diglossia and variation theory,” General Linguistics 19(4), 1979, 
pp. 169-187; “Diglossia revisited,” Language and Communication 3, 1983, pp. 219-
232.

36



Reappropriation: Modern literature on Greek diglossia

Georges Drettas, « La diglossie: Un pelerinage aux sources, » Bulletin de la Société de 
Linguistique de Paris 76(1), 1981, pp. 61-98. « Les mots savants ont une histoire …, » 
La Linguistique 22(1), 1986, pp. 137-142.

G. Babiniotis, “A linguistic approach to the ‘Language Question’ in Greece,” Byzantine 
and Modern Greek Studies 5, 1979, pp. 1-16.

P. Daltas, “The concept of diglossia from a variationist point of view with reference to 
Greek,”, Archivum Linguisticum 11, 1980, pp.  65-88.

Irene Philippaki Warburton, “Greek diglossia and some aspects of the phonology of 
common Modern Greek,” Journal of Linguistics 16, 1980, pp. 45-54.

Joseph E. Pentheroudakis, “(Some of) the pragmatics of diglossia: Evidence from 
Modern Greek literature,” Folia Slavica 4(2-3), 1981, pp. 352-356. 

Robert Browning, “Greek diglossia yesterday and today,” International Journal of the 
Sociology of Language 35, 1982, pp. 49-68.

Margaret Alexiou, “Diglossia in Greece,” In: Standard Languages Spoken and Written, 
ed. W. Haas, Manchester Univ. Press, Manchester 1982, pp. 156-192.

Peter Mackridge, The Μodern Greek Language: A Descriptive Analysis of Standard 
Modern Greek, Oxford University Press, London 1985, ιδιαίτερα pp. 1-14, 338-360; 
“Katharevousa (c. 1800-1974): An obituary for an Official Language,” In: Background 
to Contemporary Greece, ed. Marion Sarafis και Martin Eve, Merlin Press, London 
1990, pp. 25-51.
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Reappropriation: Modern literature on Greek diglossia

D. M. Landsman, “The Greeks’ sense of language and the 1976 linguistic reforms: 
Illusions and disappointments,” Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 13, 1989, pp. 
159-182; Theories of Diglossia, Linguistic Variation and Speaker Attitudes, with 
Special Reference to Modern Developments in Modern Greek, διδακτορική διατριβή, 
University of Cambridge 1989.

Evanthia Tsiouris, Modern Greek: A study of diglossia, διδακτορική διατριβή, Univ. of 
Exeter 1989.

Elli Doukanari, “Greek diglossia to Greek dimorphia: A new dilemma for linguists and 
teachers,” In: Linguistics and Language Pedagogy: The State of the Art (Georgetown 
University Round Table on Languages and Linguistics 1991), ed. James E. Alatis, 
Georgetown Univ. Press, Washington D.C. 1991, pp. 509-527.

Margaret Kofod, “The influence of Katharevousa on the phonology of Modern Greek,” 
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 16, 1992, pp. 84-109.

Anna Frangoudaki, “Diglossia and the present language situation in Greece: A 
sociological approach to the interpretation of diglossia and some hypotheses on 
today’s linguistic reality,”, Language in Society 21, 1992, pp. 365-381; 

…

Anna Frangoudaki, “Greek societal bilingualism of more than a century”, International 
Journal of the Sociology of Language, 157, 2002, pp. 101-107.
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Diglossia still existing?
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Reappropriation: What is the Greek term for ‘diglossia’

diglossia = ?

«διγλωσσία» (=? bilingualism)

«διμορφία», 

«διφυΐα», 

«διπλογλωσσία», 

«κοινωνική διγλωσσία»
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C. Conclusions

A. 1885: The early discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia and the Greek Language Question

B. 1959: The late discovery of ‘diglossia’. 
Diglossia in Sociolinguistics

C. Conclusions. A de(con)structive approach
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A de(con)structive approach

» Rather than being a sociolinguistic model 
describing an actual language situation, 
diglossia should be interpreted as a perceptual 
model—essentially, an oversimplified 
understanding of the continuum of language 
variation. This oversimplification facilitates 
ideological contests. It has been the common 
presupposition of the Greek Language Question.

» The problem with diglossia lies at its core: the 
postulation of a “bipolar opposition” (Ferguson 
1991), which obscures much of linguistic 
variability. 
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Thank you!
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Typologies: Ψυχάρης (1902)

Ψυχάρης, Ρόδα και μήλα Α’, Βιβλιοπωλείο της Εστίας, Αθήνα 1902, pp. 154-155.

45

They didn’t always write in the language 
they spoke, nor did they do so everywhere. 
This is certain. In fact, in the eastern 
regions, some form of bilingualism seems 
to be almost a natural law. In Calcutta and 
Benares, even today, newspapers are 
printed in Sanskrit; yet no one speaks 
Sanskrit. In China, the language of the 
people was never written. Arabs speak one 
language and write in another. And so it is 
with us as well.
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