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The duality  of mipos
Anna Roussou

University of Patras
aroussou@upatras.gr

Περίληψη

Στόχος της παρούσας εργασίας είναι να εξετάσει τα χαρακτηριστικά του «μήπως» ως 
Συμπληρωματικού Δείκτη (ΣΔ) στις συμπληρωματικές προτάσεις και ως τροπικού δείκτη, με 
επιρρηματική κατανομή, στις κύριες ερωτήσεις. Υποστηρίζεται ότι και στις δύο περιπτώσεις 
αναλύεται ως ένα ονοματικό στοιχείο, το οποίο απαιτεί την παρουσία ενός προτασιακού 
τελεστή (Ερωτηματικού-τύπου), όπως συμβαίνει και με τους δείκτες πολικότητας. Τα 
ονοματικά του χαρακτηριστικά του προσδίδουν ιδιότητες αόριστης αντωνυμίας, υποκείμενης 
σε απαιτήσεις νομιμοποίησης. Πρόκειται για το ίδιο στοιχείο του οποίου η λειτουργία 
ως ΣΔ ή επιρρήματος εξαρτάται από το συντακτικό περιβάλλον στο οποίο εμφανίζεται 
(συμπληρωματικές έναντι κύριων προτάσεων αντίστοιχα).

Keywords: adverb, complementizer, indefinite, modality, nominal, question

1. Introduction

The element mipos in Greek seems to have a dual function: on the one hand, it intro-
duces compelement clauses selected by certain predicates, such as verbs of fearing, as 
in (1a), and on the other hand, it occurs as a modal marker in matrix questions, as in 
(1b) (mp = middle-passive morphology):
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(1a) Φοβάμαι μήπως φύγει
fear.mp-1s prt leave-3s 
‘I fear that he may leave’

(1b) Μήπως είδες τη Μαρία;
prt saw-2s the Mary
‘Have you seen Mary? I wonder’
‘Could it be that you ’ve seen Mary?’

In the above examples, I gloss mipos as particle ‘prt’ for two reasons: first, because in 
this way we can express its common nature in the two structures (as will be argued), 
and second, because there seems to be no obvious equivalent in the English exam-
ples. At this point, ‘prt’ is simply a neutral mnemonic, without reflecting anything 
about its categorial status. As we can see in the English translations, as a comple-
mentizer in (1a) it translates as that, but crucially a modal (may) is required in the 
embedded clause. As a modal marker in (1b), it can take two possible translations: 
either through an expression that shows the speaker’ s attitude (wonder) towards the 
utterance, or with some modal expression. A closer look at the data shows that in 
any case, in (1b) we have a modal epistemic reading, which is also present in (1a). 

The second point we observe about mipos is that quite often it can be substituted by 
mi, as in (2) (for purposes of consistency, I also gloss mi as ‘prt’):

‘I fear that he may leave’

(2b) Μην είδες τη Μαρία;
prt saw-2s the Mary
‘Have you seen Mary? I wonder’
‘Could it be that you ’ve seen Mary?’

Despite the similarities in their distribution, there are some basic differences. In 
particular, in matrix clauses, mi has a fixed position, clause-initially, while mipos can 
appear in different positions within the sentence, as the contrast between (3a) and (3b) 
shows (based on the examples (1b) and (2b) respectively):

(2a) Φοβάμαι μη φύγει.
fear.mp-1s prt leave-3s 
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(3a)  Μήπως είδες (μήπως) τη Μαρία (μήπως);
(3b)  Μην είδες (*μη) τη Μαρία (*μη);

In embedded clauses, the position of either mipos or mi is fixed clause-initially, as is the 
case with all subordinators.

A second difference between the two elements has to do with the fact that while mi-
pos may co-occur with the modal particles na or tha, this is excluded for mi:

(4a) μήπως/*μη να φύγω;

prt prt leave-1s
‘Should I leave perhaps?’

(4b) μήπως/*μη θα φύγεις;
prt prt leave-2s
‘Will you be leaving perhaps?’

As we can see in the above examples, mi has both a fixed position and selectional re-
quirements as well. On the other hand, mipos has a more liberal distribution and no 
selectional requirements of this sort. In this respect, mipos distributes like an adverb.

A third difference concerns the fact that mi is also a negative marker, a reading which 
is blocked for mipos:

(5a) Μη/*μήπως φύγεις!

prt leave-2s
‘Don’ t leave’

(5b) Μη/*μήπως!
prt
 ‘Don’ t!’

As a negator, mi may accompany a verb or stand as an utterance on its own (expressing 
prohibition; see Veloudis 1982). Note that as a negative marker, mi may combine with 
na (or as, the hortative particle) but in a fixed order: na/as-mi+verb (e.g., na mi fijis/
as mi fijis). A similar pattern is attested in Albanian with respect to the element mos, 
which corresponds to mi, as argued by Joseph (2002). 
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Whether or not negator mi, complementizer mi and modal (interrogative) particle 
mi are one and the same element is an open question. In the present paper, I will as-
sume, as in Roussou (2015), that mi as a negative and as an interrogative/complemen-
tizer marker is one and the same element. It is worth mentioning though, since this is 
relevant to the discussion of mipos as well, that according to Janda & Joesph (1999) the 
element mi forms a moprhological constellation: various elements with distinct forms 
and functions (e.g. mi and mipos), which share a common property. In their view, the 
underlying property is that of negation. Still, under this perspective, the absence of a 
negative reading in the other functions has to be accounted for. 

In the present paper I argue, focusing on mipos, that the underlying property is that of 
an indefinite element, that is an element of a nominal (N) category. The fact that mipos 
cannot occur in matrix declaratives shows that it is subject to some licensing condi-
tions. More precisely, it requires the presence of a designated (Q-type) operator. This is 
the property that determines its distribution in embedded clauses as well, and for this 
reason it can only be selected by predicates with the relevant lexical semantics, as we 
will see below. Mi slightly differs, since it can carry a negative reading as well, attributed 
to focus (see Roussou 2015). I will only refer to mi where it is relevant, but I will do 
not discuss its idiosyncratic properties with respect to negation. The following sections 
discuss the selection of mipos in complement clauses (section 2) and the extensions of 
the current proposal for mipos in matrix clauses (section 3). It is argued that mipos is a 
nominal (indefinite) that acquires its interpretation contextually, thus allowing for the 
unification of the two different readings. The final section 4 concludes the discussion.

2. Mipos in complement clauses

According to Holton, Mackridge, and Philippaki-Warburton (1997: 452), the elements 
mi or mipos can be selected by verbs expressing fear, such as fovame (‘I fear’), anisixo 
(‘I worry’), or aghonio (‘I am anxious’). As they put it:

“The particle μη, which introduces these complement clauses, is not a negative 

marker as such, since the clause it introduces has its own negative. Μη in this 

context combines the meaning of the complementizer ότι with a wish that what 

the clause conveys will be averted and that it will not happen.”
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The above description is consistent with the data in (1a) and (2a). Furthermore, the 
negator used when mi or mipos is selected is dhen, as in the following examples:

(6a) Φοβάμαι μήπως δεν έρθει.

fear.mp-1s prt not come-3s
 ‘I fear that he may not come.’

(6b) Φοβάμαι μήπως *(δεν) έρθει κανένας.
fear.mp-1s prt not come-3s no one
 ‘I fear that no one may come.’

Substituting mi for mipos in (6a) and (6b) has the same effect. That mipos (or mi) 
carries no negative reading is also supported by the fact that the polarity item kanen-

as (focused), with a negative reading (‘no one’) cannot be licensed if negator dhen is 
absent in (6b). This fact supports the absence of a negative reading on mipos.

Although mipos is selected by verbs of fearing, that is predicates the express some 
sort of a negative emotion, it is not restricted to them. As Makri (2013) shows, mi and 
mipos can be also selected by other predicates, as in the following examples:

(7a) Σκέφτομαι / αναρωτιέμαι μήπως φύγουμε.

think.mp-1s / wonder.mp-1s prt leave-1p
‘I ’m thinking that we may leave’
‘I ’m wondering whether we may leave.’

(7b) *(Δεν) υπολόγισα μήπως φύγουμε νωρίτερα.
not calculated-1s prt leave-1p earlier
‘I didn’ t calculate that we may leave earlier’

Note that negation is obligatory in (7b). The same effect holds if instead of negation 
there is matrix question or the verb is in the imperative, thus expressing a modal rea-
ding. According to Makri (2013) there are three classes of verbs that may select for 
a mipos-complement: i) emotive doxastics (verbs of fearing), ii) doubitatives (doubt, 
suspect), and iii) interrogatives. Following Lahiri’ s (2002: 287) typology, Makri also 
takes interrogative predicates to fall into two relevant subclasses: a) rogatives (won-
der, ask) (Karttunen’ s (1977) ‘inquisitive’ verbs), and b) negated (veridical) responsive 
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predicates (know, remember). In the above examples then, we have instances of the 
selection by a rogative predicate (anarotjeme) or a rogative-like predicate (skeftome), 
and a responsive (ipolojisa); the latter requires negation. The characteristic property 
of questions is that they denote a set of alternatives. In (7b), this is achieved by the 
presence of negation (or question) in the matrix clause, since this verb may also give 
rise to a factive interpretation (a fixed truth value for the embedded proposition, and 
therefore no sets of alternatives). 

Makri (2013, 2015) calls mi/mipos an instance of ‘expletive negation’, since in these 
uses it has no negative reading (so the underlying assumption being that it is somehow 
inherently negative). She further argues that it is an epistemic modality marker which 
is compatible with a set of alternative propositions. The import of mi/mipos is that all 
possibilities (alternatives) carried by the embedded proposition are interpreted (by 
implication) as equal. The best way to illustrate this is with the following dialogue 
(Makri 2015):

(8a) A: Έρχεται ο Νίκος; (Is Nikos coming?)
(8b) B: Φοβάμαι ότι/#μήπως έρχεται. (I ’m afraid he’ s coming).

Selection of mipos in (8b), as part of B’ s answer is infelicitous. The question of A in (8a) 
requires an answer, that is a choice between one of the two possible alternatives. This 
is felicitous with oti, but infelicitous with mipos. Finally, that it carries epistemic mo-
dality has been obvious in the English translations of the Greek examples so far. So for 
present purposes, I follow Makri (2013, 2015) in attributing a modal reading to mipos.

Going back to the examples in (6) and (7), what we observe is that mipos (and mi) 
must be licensed in a context where there is a propositional operator (question, nega-
tion, modal) either incorporated in the lexical semantics of the selecting predicate or 
expressed individually (as in (7b)). Note that these are precisely the contexts where 
polarity items are licensed (on Greek, see Tsimpli & Roussou (1996), Giannakidou 
(1998)). On the basis of this distribution, the claim put forward is that mipos is akin 
to an indefinite pronoun; in essence, a nominal element, subject to selectional (licen-
sing) requirements (for a diachronic analysis of mi as a polarity item see Chatzopoulou 
(2012)). 

But how is the nominal character of mipos compatible with its status as a com-
plementizer? To put it differently, what is the exact category mipos belongs to? Is 
it a nominal or a complementizer? The answer to this question actually implies an 
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answer to the question ‘what is a complementizer?’. In traditional grammatical de-
scriptions, subordinate clauses fall into two types: nominal and adverbial. Nominal 
(complement) clauses distribute like NPs, and can function as subjects or objects. 
Kayne (1982) argues that the role of the complementizer is to turn the clause into an 
argument. If that is the case, then the property of being nominal must stem from the 
complementizer. In recent approaches, complementizers of the sort found in Indo-
european languages have indeed been analyzed as nominals, based on the fact that 
they all derive from the (pro)nominal system (Manzini 2010, Roussou 2010, Franco 
2012, among others). This is indeed the case of Italian che (complementizer, inter-
rogative, relativizer), Greek pu (complementizer, interrogative, relativizer), English 
that (complementizer, demonstrative, relativizer), and so on. The implication of this 
approach is that the term ‘complementizer’ is used to describe the ‘function’ of an 
element that belongs to a major lexical category, namely that of nominals (and ac-
cordingly in some languages they may derive from verbs, the other major lexical 
category).

Having outlined the background assumptions, let us consider mipos a bit more ca-
refully. First, it is morphologically complex, consisting of the morphemes mi and pos. 
The morpheme pos in (Modern) Greek is an interrogative pronoun in its stressed 
form, but also a complementizer, in free distribution with oti, in its unstressed form. 
Second, mipos cannot just be treated as an augmented form of mi, since despite simi-
larities, they exhibit differences both in their distribution and function (i.e., mi has 
a fixed position and can also carry a negative reading). However, the requirment for 
licensing probably has to be attributed to the mi morpheme, since in that respect both 
mi and mipos behave alike. We can then formulate the following statement:

(9) Mipos is a nominal (indefinite) element which requires the presence of a 
Q-type operator.

The reason why we refer to a Q-type operator is precisely because some of the predi-
cates that select mipos may not have a question operator incorporated in their lexical 
meaning. Along with the presence of a designated propositional operator (question, 
negation) in the matrix clause, they end-up sharing with the other predicates the pro-
perty that their complement introduces a set of alternative propositions, exactly as is 
the case with questions. The additional contribution of mipos is that these alternatives 
are presented, by implication, as equally possible.
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In the following section, I turn to the properties of mipos in matrix questions, ar-
guing that its nominal nature allows it to distribute like an adverbial element.

3. Mipos in matrix questions

As we saw in section 1, the distribution of mipos in matrix clauses has the following 
two basic characteristics: it requires a Question operator (excluded in declaratives and 
imperatives), and can occur in different positions in the clause structure. 

Another property of mipos is that it is restricted to yes/no-questions; thus it is incom-
patible with wh-questions:

(10) #Μήπως ποιος την= ρώτησε;

prt who her asked-3s
 ‘Who would ask her? (No one)’

Note that the only possible interpretation assigned to the sentence in (10) is that of a 
rhetorical question, hence the ‘#’ notation. On the other hand, substituting mipos for 
mi gives rise to an ungrammatical output. More precisely, mi excludes the rhetorical 
question reading as well.

On the basis of the data we have seen so far, we observe that mipos expresses the 
speaker’ s attitude (doubt, concern, etc.) towards the speech event. It is licensed by the 
Q-operator (supplied at LF) and contributes an epistemic modal reading (along the 
lines of Makri 2013). The combination of these two properties gives rise to the particu-
lar reading that mipos contributes to the clause. We could further assume, along with 
Haegeman & Hill (2013) that the left periphery of the clause is expanded upwards and 
contains a Speech Act shell. While the vP-shell in the lower right periphery of the clau-
se provides the arguments that qualify as the event coordinates, the speech act layer 
provides the discourse coordinates. These coordinates are restricted to the Speaker and 
the Hearer. The relevant configuration is as below:

(11) [SAP1 Role-speaker [SA1 part] [SAP2 Role-hearer [SA2 part] [Utterance]]]

According to the structure in (11), there are two Speech Act (SA) heads: the higher 
(SA1), akin to light v, hosts the information about the Speaker, while the lower (SA2), 
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akin to V, hosts the information about the Hearer. Although we do not have to fol-
low this type of articulated structure, it is interesting to see that elements with typical 
discourse properties are given a syntactic expression. For our purposes, it suffices to 
assume a higher SA head that hosts the information about speaker-oriented elements 
(particles or adverbs), that is situated above the projections that relate to the utterance.

Going back to mipos, the other main property we observe is that it distributes like an 
adverbial. So far we have assigned it to the syntactic category of a nominal (N-type). 
So a similar question as the one raised for mipos as a complementizer arises in this 
case as well. Recall that in terms of the present analysis, ‘complementizer’ is a function. 
Similarly, the term ‘adverb’ describes a function that a given element has in relation 
to the predicate, or the proposition, or the utterance. So calling mipos an adverb is a 
descriptive tool that captures its distribution in matrix questions. Its morphological 
make up though, points towards a nominal in terms of a syntactic category, exactly 
as in the case of ‘complementizer’ mipos. It is worth mentioning at this point, that 
Manzini & Savoia (2002) in their discussion of so-called ‘negative adverbs’, like mia, 
briza (‘crumb’), or buka (‘piece’) in Italian dialects, argue that these are simply nominal 
elements (as suggested by their original lexical meanings as well), which participate in 
the modification of the event or of the event participants (as is the case with partitive 
arguments for example). They acquire a negative reading by being associated with a 
negative operator (on the grammaticalization of these type of elements, see Roberts & 
Roussou (2003)).

Bearing the above remarks in mind, we are now in a position to support the current 
claim, namely that mipos belongs to the syntactic category of a nominal element. In the 
absence of selection, as with the complementizer function, the Q operator is impor-
ted at LF (as is typical of questions in general). Being a nominal that functions as an 
adverb allows it to distribute rather freely in the clause structure, a property which is 
independently available in Greek, for arguments and adverbs alike (word order varia-
tion). The postulation of a high SA projection is meant to capture the wide scope it has 
over the utterance, which necessarily links it to one of the two discourse-participants; 
the relevant participant in the case of mipos is the Speaker.

(12) [SA miposx [Utterance (x)]]

According to the configuration in (12) mipos, as in indefinite introduces a variable 
x. The SA projection corresponds to its scope position. If, however, mipos appears in 
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another position in the clause structure, then it still forms an Agree relation with the 
SA head, since this is the projection that determines its wide scope (and its speaker-
oriented character). Note that the SA projection is relevant in matrix clauses only. So as 
a complementizer, mipos directly merges with the selecting predicate and embeds the 
sentence as its complement. This is evident also from the fact, that mipos in comple-
ment clauses is not subject-oriented.

At this point, it is natural to ask how the ‘complementizer’ and the ‘adverbial’ func-
tions are compatible in phrase-structure terms. More precisely, as a complementizer, 
mipos corresponds to a head, while as an adverb, it should correspond to a phrase. Note 
that this may be a question relevant to an X’-theoretic phrase structure system, but is 
irrelevant in the light of Bare Phrase Structure (Chomsky 1995), where the distinction 
between heads and phrases is only relative. So a potential problem is actually resolved, 
since it does not arise in the first place.

Before leaving this section, it is worth mentioning some empirical evidence from 
English. According to van Gelderen (2015), in some English varieties, how occurs as an 
interrogative marker in matrix questions, as in the following examples (her (23), (26), 
and (9) examples respectively):

(13a) How would you like to go to the park?
(13b) Paul said: “Starting would be a good thing to do. How would you like to  

begin?” I said “Well, Paul, I ’m new at this sort of thing. How would you like 
to begin?” [COCA 2010 Finction].

(13c) Your Dad once said how I had legs like Betty Grable. [BNC AC5 2999]
	

As van Gelderen argues, how in (13a) and (13b) does not carry a manner reading, in the 
sense that it does not modify the event denoted by the predicate. Instead it contributes to 
“the mood of the sentence, in this case the interrogative mood” (p. 172). If this is correct, 
then how in these cases has wide scope, and resembles, in terms of interpretation, mipos 
in the Greek examples. The example in (13c) manifests yet another function of how as 
a declarative complementizer, alternating with that (also Legate 2010). Note that com-
plementizer how gives rise to a factive interpretation, and differs from the distribution 
of complementizer mipos. In any case, the empirical evidence from English (change in 
progress) is supporting the analysis provided in the present paper with respect to mipos.
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4. Conclusions

The present paper considered the two main functions of mipos, as a complementizer 
and as an adverb in matrix interrogatives. It was argued that there is a single mipos 
which belongs to the syntactic category of a nominal. In its complementizer function, 
it is selected by a predicate and introduces a complement clause. In this case, it has 
an argumental role (the predicate’ s argument). In its adverbial function, it modifies 
the utterance. In an abstract level, it modifies a discourse argument, related to the 
Speaker, projecting in a Speech-Act position above the utterance. The implications of 
this approach is that homophony is eliminated from the lexicon, while the primitive 
properties of lexical items are manipulated by(morpho-)syntax.
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