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DOCTORAL THESIS  ABSTRACT 

Typology of Interrogative Structures 

in Romanian Biblical Texts 

 

Keywords: biblical interrogation, speech acts interrogatives, dialogue exchanges, the New 

Testament, informative interrogation, rhetorical interrogation, biblical text 

 

Our thesis is an interdisciplinary approach to a speech act that involves, by definition, two 

important areas of human knowledge: logic and linguistics. To these two fields, we have added a 

third one, theology, starting from the idea that the biblical text enriches human interrogations 

with a special emotional, cognitive, and linguistic charge. 

In carrying out the work, we started from the premise that interrogative structures 

represent speech acts with a great pragmatic-linguistic charge at any of the language levels and 

styles. They can account for the mechanisms of human thought and for their relations with the 

language in which the various forms judgment and feelings are materialized, whether you visit 

the "universals of language" (and of thinking as well) or, on the contrary, the specificity of the 

language – that "inner genius" (innere Sprachform) that Wilhelm von Humboldt spoke about in 

18361. Thus, we considered that, from the perspective of the linguist, the interactive nucleus 

"question-answer" is an opportunity for a pragmatic analysis of communication in its biblical 

version. It is for this reason that we have decided to examine how the interrogative structures are 

expressed in the biblical text. 

 For the beginning, we extracted a rich corpus of interrogative utterances from the writings 

of the New Testament question and we aimed to accomplish a typology of these using the criteria 

provided by the methods used (formal, descriptive, logico-semantic, pragmatic, etc.). Wishing to 

                                                           

1 Shortly after the publication of his fragments relating to the general – particular relationship in the evolution of 
languages (cf. W. von Humboldt, About the Structural Diversity of Languages and its Influence on the Spiritual 
Development of Humanity. Trans. Into Romanian by E. Munteanu, Bucharest: Humanitas, 2006), new methods of 
research have arise in the historic comparativism which was very cultivated in the age (FR. Diez et alii): for 
example, the typology of languages, then the ethnolinguistic and philosophic current of the neogrammaticians, which 
was cultivated in our culture by Ov. Densuşianu, in his  studies published in the journal Language and Soul. 
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capture the particular traits of interrogations, resulting both from the analysis of the surface layers 

and of the deep layers of these structures, we selected a corpus of texts belonging to the 

successive editions of the Bible, which represented different stages in the history of the 

Romanian language: The Bible from Bucharest (1688), the Bible of Blaj (1792), the Bible of 

Buzău (1854-1856), The Synodal Bible (1914), the Cornilescu Bible (1936), the Anania Bible 

(2001) and the Bible in Use (1982 and seq.). 

 The methods and tools used for the analysis of biblical interrogations were actually 

imposed by the objectives proposed in our approach: descriptive grammar (traditional and 

normative, but also modern, meaning structural, semantic, etc., such as GALR and GBLR), 

generative-transformational grammar, grammar of meaning and expression, linguistic pragmatics. 

In addition to the comparative analysis of the successive editions of the Bible, sometimes, in 

order to check the particularities of some constructions with a large logico-semantic and 

linguistic charge, we also resorted to short philological analyses, meaning that I compared these 

structures from the Romanian language with the ones in Greek, Slavonic and Latin. 

 We structured the work in five major parts, preceded by an introductory chapter, which 

presents the progress of the investigations in the field of interrogation, but also in the sphere of 

biblical rhetoric. In the first chapter, we described the role that the biblical text had in the 

evolution of the Romanian language and peculiarities of the speech act in the biblical text, and in 

the following chapters, of an analytical nature, I achieved the typology and analysis of 

interrogations, making use of the theories of linguistics, as well as of classical and modern 

rhetorics. 

 Due to terminological and theoretical diversity of the approached subject, I considered 

that it was useful to provide a summary of the major studies that had previously addressed these 

issues. Thus, the introduction makes quick presentation of the works published in the field of 

interrogation, of Romanian studies that investigated the biblical language, as well as of universal 

studies relating to biblical rhetoric. 

 In what concerns the interrogation within layman language, we identified a few works in 

which an attempt was made to define it from a semantic, syntactic and pragmatic point of view. A 

landmark in the field is Andrei Şerbănescu‟s monograph, The Question. Theory and practice, 

published by Polirom Publishing House in 2002. 
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Instead, I noticed that, although the religious version of the Romanian language used in 

Christian texts in general and in the Bible in particular has influenced the history and 

development of the Romanian literary language throughout time, biblical language has not been 

given enough attention, being ignored entirely in some periods. The history of studies concerning 

biblical language might be divided into three broad stages as long as we refer to the Romanian 

space of philological research. The 19th and 20th centuries until 1945 represent an early stage, 

with plenty of significant contributions, but limited, obviously, to the level of styles of expression 

and research methods of that time. There followed the interval between 1945-1989, when the 

dominant ideology of the post-war period and the mainly secular character of the Romanian 

culture could account for an extremely small number of modern studies concerned with biblical 

rhetoric. Nevertheless, there appeared valuable works on the history of the Romanian language, 

which exploited biblical and religious texts, as well as scholarly editions of ancient religious 

writings (liturgical books, homilies, etc.);they were accompanied by excellent introductory 

studies and reviews. Finally, the stage after 1990 is a re-discovery of the hidden values within the 

religious texts, studied from various perspectives and working with all the tools provided by 

modern research methods. 

The same direction is also noticeable in the field of biblical rhetoric. Although rhetorical 

analysis is not a new method, throughout time, it has been neglected in biblical studies, as 

specialized treaties which systematically employed this method of research are quite few. This 

tendency is valid both for studies abroad and for those published in Romania. To our knowledge, 

in the foreign specialty literature, this topic is treated less monographically, and more partially, in 

articles and studies published in peer-reviewed journals or books. An increased interest for 

Biblical rhetoric was manifested in the second half of the 20th century, when many conferences 

on the subject were organized, and the number of published specialty works increased. 

 In the first chapter, based on linguists‟ observations concerning the early editions of the 

Bible (the Bucharest Bible and the Blaj Bible), we analyzed the role of the biblical text in the 

written discourse of the Romanian language, considering the evolution of the language over time, 

namely, the importance of biblical language in shaping the old Romanian language and its 

influence on the modern Romanian language. We began our analysis with the premise that 

biblical language had a great importance in the formation and development of written language, 

because the latter was based on the early writings and religious texts belonging to the 16th 
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century. We found out that the 16th century remains the reference point for the beginnings of the 

written culture in the Romanian language, as translators of the time made visible efforts to adapt 

Hebrew, Greek, and Slavonic texts (even if Cyrillic signs were used) so as to match the 

autochthonous lexical and morpho-syntactic spirit. 

 In this chapter we also examined how speech acts involving questions work in the texts of 

the New Testament, with the aim of highlighting the particularities of the communicational 

situation in these writings. Also, based on the comparative study of the translations of the New 

Testament, we provided a description of the speech acts rendered in the Romanian language 

through biblical language over time, taking into account the three components of the speech act 

(illocutionary, locutionary and perlocutionary, in the terminology of Austin-Searle). The analysis 

of the dialogic exchanges took into account two essential criteria in the production and 

comprehension of a message: the linguistic criterion (focused on how replies are chosen and 

constructed) and the situational criterion. Starting from observing the conversational movements 

involving questions, I noted that in the New Testament, the verbal interaction is built on the 

existing pattern in the Romanian language, including structures of conversation initiation, 

maintenance, transition and conclusion typical to our linguistic system. 

The last part of this chapter covers the analysis of allocution elements that are present in 

the neo-testamentary writings. In what concerns the addressing formulas in interrogations, I 

noticed that interrogative utterances are characterized by the presence of various addressing 

formulas in the vocative case, with a high incidence of common and proper nouns, as well as the 

developed structures, consisting usually of noun + adjective. Comparing the successive editions 

of the Bible, it can be noticed that, in most cases, the allocution elements in the vocative case 

have preserved form and word order throughout time.  The only exception is the pronominal 

forms in this case, which are absent in the first translations of the New Testament and are 

introduced beginning with the Cornilescu Bible. Very often, the allocution-type constructions are 

listener-oriented; their role is to draw attention upon the subject in question, but also to convey 

favorable or unfavorable affective attitude of the transmitter to its receptors. 

 The following chapters deal with in-depth analysis of the various types of questions, 

focusing on the aspects of traditional grammar, but also on modern research techniques. 

The second chapter is dedicated to informative interrogations and the subclasses of this 

class (choice questions, identifying questions, generic questions, echo questions, evaluative 
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questions). In addition to the morpho-lexical, stylistic or pragmatic analysis of interrogations, I 

deemed it necessary to make a survey of the rhetorical techniques used by speakers in addressing 

questions. So, I noticed that, following the ancient rhetorical techniques used by the speakers 

while addressing the questions. Hence, I noticed that, following the antique rhetoric techniques, 

the speakers attach great importance to examples, considering them a means by which their 

arguments gained force, contributing to the increasing power of persuasion (within the analyzed 

interrogations, most of the examples point back to the Old Testament, or to the very experiences 

of the interlocutors). 

In the third chapter we considered the phatic function of the the questions in the biblical 

text and we presented the following categories of interrogations: connector questions, 

offer/suggestion questions and modalized questions. 

Starting from the response function, in the fourth chapter, I drew up a classification of the 

interrogations in the New Testament, identifying the following categories: poorly oriented 

questions or confirmation questions and rhetorical questions. The most numerous questions of the 

New Testament books are the rhetorical ones (about 70 per cent of the total 1000 interrogations 

selected by us). Analyzing their share, it can be seen that largest number of rhetorical questions 

are addressed by Jesus to His disciples or His opponents in order to taunt the lack of faith, and to 

convince them of the truth of His testimony. Also Apostle Paul, in his Epistles, uses a very large 

number of such questions, to support the claims he made. Also, many rhetorical questions in the 

New Testament are addressed in order to express uncertainty or certainty of the speaker. In 

addition to these considerations, based on Wilhelm Wuellner‟s study, "Paul as Pastor: The 

Function of Rhetorical Question in First Corinthians", I concluded that rhetorical interrogations 

in the New Testament are used, in particular, as techniques and prerequisites of the argumentative 

discourse, being supplemented by other means, such as examples, rhetorical repetitions, use of 

interrogative words, word order,  oxymorons. 

The last chapter includes biblical interrogations classified according to socio-pragmatic 

variables. In what concerns the texts of the New Testament, given the aspects of the extra-

linguistic context, we identified questions that awaits no answer not from the interlocutor 

(regardless of the number of those present), questions addressed to a single participant or to 

multiple participants to the dialogue. Some of them are simple, in the sense that they do not 

demand a broad discussion, requiring a single response, while others are more complex, 
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highlighting the thematic progression of the dialogue and the dynamics of the relationship 

between sender and receiver. 

The number of the questions addressed to a single person is smaller in the writings of the 

New Testament in comparison to those addressed to multiple listeners, because many 

interrogations are addressed by Jesus Savior to His Apostles or to the crowd listening to Him, 

from whom usually no response is expected, the intention being rhetorical. 

The relationship between two or more participants in the dialogue is influenced by their 

own baggage of cultural, linguistic, social, psychological knowledge or by the degree of mutual 

acquaintance; this may be determined by the language used and may have effects on the themes 

addressed within the dialogue. Taking into account these considerations, the analysis of 

interrogations in the New Testament may establish different types of relationships between 

interlocutors: collaborative, conflicting or power relationships. Both interrogations establishing 

collaborative relationships and those showing conflicting relations are quite well represented in 

biblical writings. Collaborative relationships are usually between Jesus and His disciples, the 

Apostles and the people to whom God's Word was addressed or the ones in parables. The 

category of conflicting relations captures misunderstandings, objections, controversy which, in 

some cases, may be converted from conflicting questions into constructive interrogations. 

Starting from the functions of interrogation within a dialog, one can notice two categories 

of connections within the question-answer pair: direct coherence and indirect coherence. The 

New Testament text in both types of relationships. In this respect, we chose several examples of 

the Gospel of Matthew as illustration. 

A special category of biblical questions is represented by the concrete questions with a 

spiritual underlying meaning, illustrated in our work through two utterances from Matthew 2, 1. 

They are utterances that require the specification of a certain place, to be more accurate, the place 

where Jesus Christ was born. Such questions, which rose big problems of interpretation and 

translation to modern publishers, always contain more than a request for information. They 

already express a different piece of information, the spiritual condition of the senders, 

philosophical reflections, and so on. That is why it is said that a question can render, at least as 

well as a good response, the entire composition of the material and spiritual being that formulates 

it. 
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Most of the times, the translators of the New Testament have strategically used the 

resources of the Romanian language to highlight the communicative purpose of various 

questions. Thus, some of the meanings were expressed literally, while others were implied. For 

this reason, we considered it necessary to approach some aspects referring to presuppositions, 

implicatures and connotations. In the analyzed interrogations, we identified the presence of some 

terms that can be considered triggers of presuppositions: common and proper nouns, verbs with 

psychological implications, factitive and aspectual verbs, adverbs, comparative, attributive and 

explicative syntactic structures. 

Another section deals with the institutionalized interrogations present in the New 

Testament, especially the didactic ones, the ones used in law courts or in religious confessions, 

and the oratoric ones. 

 In conclusion, the biblical text uses a great wealth of interrogative structures, able to 

reflect the Christian thinking and faith, beyond the universally human character they contain. 

Transposition of such utterances into Romanian meant a continuous struggle with the difficulties 

of ancient sacred languages, with the "constraints" of the target language, but also challenge in 

terms of capitalizing the compensatory resources of the two languages (the old and the new one), 

a mirror to the evolution of mentalities in the interpretation of the text, and of the Romanian 

language in particular.  
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