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Chapter 1 Introduction

Chapter 1

Introduction

Modality is an old and young topic in that it originates from the old
Greek Philosophy and there are still many inconvincible conclusions about
it, which attract many scholars to probe into it. In recent years, modality
is recognized to be a cross-language grammatical category that can be the
subject of a typological study. This category is closely associated with
tense and aspect in that all three categories are connected with the event
or situation which is reported by the utterance. It is obvious that tense is
concerned with the time of the event while the aspect is connected with the
nature of the event, especially in terms of its internal temporal consistency
(Comrie 1976: 3). Therefore, Modality is concerned with the status of the
proposition that describes the event.

1.1 Basic Concepts

1.1.1 Realis and lirrealis

Modality is different from tense and aspect in that it doesn’t
refer directly to any characteristic of the event, but to the status of the
proposition. There is a possible approach to its analysis, which makes a
binary distinction between “non-modal” and “modal” or “declarative”
and “non-declarative” or “factual” and “non-factual” or “real” and
“unreal”.

However, the above terms are not really satisfactory, and there is
a new binary term for this distinction in recent years with the notional
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contrast of “realis” and “irrealis”. The advantage of this new term can
avoid any possible connotations of the more familiar terms. Mithun (1999:
173) argues that the realis describes situations as actualized, as having
occurred or actually occurring, knowable through direct perception;
whereas the irrealis describes situations as purely within the realm of
thought, knowable only through imagination.

Notional features of realis and irrealis are grammaticalized as the
typological categories although there are many doubts about the validity of
the realis and irrealis distinction in a typological study. In all typological
studies, when languages deal with grammatical categories there is a
considerable variation. What’s more, there is more variation with modality
than with other categories. At a fundamental level, there is variation in the
categories that are treated as realis and irrealis in different languages. For
example, if one language marks commands as irrealis, another language
may mark them as realis, even another language may not treat them as part
of a system of modality at all.

There are examples which can illustrate the different ways in which
they are treated in different languages, for instance, English often uses a
modal verb to distinguish a judgment about a proposition from a category
statement, comparing the first sentence with no modal verb with the other
two with modal verbs:

(1) Mary is at home.
(2) Mary may/might be at home.
(3) Mary must be at home.

While Spanish often distinguishes what is believed to be true from
what is doubted by using the indicative and subjunctive mood, the
following examples which are from Klein (1975) can illustrate it clearly:

(4) Creo que aprende.
I believe thatlearn + 3SG+PRES+IND

“I believe that he is learning”
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(5) Dudo que aprenda.
I doubt thatlearn + 3SG+PRES+SUB]
“I doubt that he’s learning.”

1.1.2 Propositional and Event Modality

There is another important term we must distinguish, that is the
propositional and event modality. The distinction between propositional
and event modality can be illustrated by the following pairs of examples.

(6) Mary may be at home now.
(7) Mary must be at home now.
(8) Mary may come in now.

(9) Mary must come in now.

It clearly suggests that the first two pairs are concerned with the
speaker’s judgment of the proposition that Mary is at home, whereas the
second are concerned with the speaker’s attitude towards a potential future
event about Mary coming in. For that reason, a basic distinction may be
made between propositional modality and event modality.

This distinction not only applies to epistemic and deontic modality
but also to other types of modality, especially dynamic modality (Palmer
1979:36-7; 1986:102-3) within event modality and evidential modality
within propositional modality. The term “epistemic”, “deontic” and
“dynamic” are taken from Von Wright (1951:1-2).

In summary, epistemic modality and evidential modality refer to the
speaker’s attitude to the truth-value of factual status of the proposition,
which are called propositional modality; however, deontic and dynamic
modality are concerned with the events that are not actualized, events
that have not taken place but are merely potential, which are called event
modality.
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1.2 The Classification of Modality in Modal Systems

1.2.1 Epistemic and Evidential

As is mentioned above, epistemic and evidential systems are the
two main types of propositional modality. The distinctive difference
between these two types is that epistemic modality expresses the speaker’s
judgments about the factual status of the proposition, whereas the
evidential modality indicates the evidence they have for its factual status.
There are three kinds of examples about epistemic—speculative, deductive
and assumptive, which are regarded as examples of the typological
categories — speculative, deductive and assumptive.

The first observation is that the typological category deductive
appears in both systems for the obvious reason-deduction. Take the English
word “MUST” as an example, which suggests that the judgment was based
on evidence. Coates (1983:41) comments, “In its most normal usage,
Epistemic MUST conveys the speaker’s confidence in the truth of what he
is saying, based on a deduction from facts known to him.” Thus Mary must
be at home may be a judgment based on the observation that she is not in
her office.

The second observation is that evidential may occur within what is
primarily an epistemic system. The modal verbs in German, for instance,
which are similar to those of English, express the judgments Deductive and
Speculative, but SOLLEN and WOLLEN are used as evidential (Hammer
1983:231, 232):

(10) Er soll steinreich sein.

He SOLLEN + 3SG+ PRES + IND very rich be

“He is said to be extremely rich.”

(11) Er will eine Mosquito abgeschossen haben.
He WOLLEN + 3SG+ PRES + IND a Mosquito shot down have

“He claims to have shot down a Mosquito.”
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The first sentence indicates what is reported, while the second
sentence expresses what is claimed by the person designated by the subject
of the sentence. In both cases the speaker merely provides the evidence for
the proposition.

Therefore, there are two main types of evidential modality, which
may be identified as Sensory and Reported, the former subsuming visual,
non-visual and auditory and the latter, three sub-types of report. These
form distinct types of propositional modality, so that there are three types
of evidential modality including Epistemic, Reported and Sensory.

1.2.2 Deontic and Dynamic

Deontic and dynamic are the two main typés of event modality. The
distinctive difference between them is that as for deontic modality the
conditioning factors are external to the relevant individual, whereas as for
dynamic modality they are internal. Therefore deontic modality relates
to obligation or permission, emanating from an external source, whereas
dynamic modality relates to ability or willingness, which comes from the
individual concerned. The distinction can be illustrated as follows:

(12) Mary can/may come in now. (permission)
(13) Mary must come in now. (obligation)

(14) Mary can speak English. (ability)

(15) Mary will do it for you. (willingness)

The first two examples exemplify the typological categories of deontic
permission and obligation. The second two exemplify the categories of
dynamic ability and willingness. Therefore, we can sum up them in three
aspects.

Firstly, although deontic modality originates from some kinds of
external authority such as rules or the law, generally speaking, the authority
is the actual speaker who gives permission to or lays an obligation on the
addressee. That’s the reason why Searle (1983:166) speaks of directives,
which he defines as “where we try to get others to do things”.
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Secondly, ability, which belongs to the categories of dynamic
modality, has to be interpreted rather more widely than in terms of
the subjects’ physical and mental power, including circumstances that
immediately affect it. There is a contrast between deontic and dynamic
CAN, where deontic CAN indicates permission, while dynamic CAN may
indicate not merely ability, but also the possibility in a more general sense,
the distinction can be seen in:

(16) You can go there. (deontic: I give permission)
(17) He can read and write. (dynamic: he has the ability)
(18) He can escape. (dynamic: the door’s not locked)

Thirdly, there is another type of deontic modality, which is
commissive, Searle defines it as “where we commit ourselves to do
things”, and exemplified by the English word SHALL:

(19) You shall have it tomorrow.

From the example, conclusion can be made that the action lies with
the speaker, not the subject. It can be claimed that commissive and the two
forms of dynamic modality are much more clearly marked in English than
in many other languages.

1.3 Summary of Basic Categories

It may be important and useful to sum up the main typological
categories and their classification. Within modal systems these categories
can be arranged neatly as follows.

Firstly, modality can be divided into propositional modality and
event modality, which is the first level. Secondly, propositional modality
can further be divided into epistemic and evidential modality, whereas
event modality can further be divided into deontic and dynamic modality,
which is the second level. Thirdly, epistemic modality can be divided into
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speculative, deductive and assumptive modality while evidential modality
can be divided into reported and sensory modality; deontic modality
includes permissive, obligative and commissive modality while dynamic
includes abilitive and volitive modality, which is the third level, as for the
third level, this book will not have further discussion.

However, there are other categories that are not easily classified,
such as realis and irrealis mood. Some important categories which may be
marked as irrealis are mostly found with mood.

1.4 Organization

Our research is embedded in the syntactic and semantic perspective
to explore the modal verbs in Chinese. The rest of the book is organized as
follows.

Chapter 2 elaborates on the modal systems and the classification
of modality, including propositional modality and event modality.
Propositional modality is concerned with the speaker’s attitude to the
truth-value or factual status of the proposition, which can be divided
into epistemic modality and evidential modality, while event modality
is concerned with events that are not actualized and events that have not
taken place but are merely potential, which includes deontic modality and
dynamic modality. Each of them can be further divided.

Chapter 3 discusses the modal systems and modal verbs. Modal
systems share a number of features not only in the systems themselves,
but also in the use of modal verbs and the association with possibility
and necessity, while modal verbs are used in all four of the main types
of modality including judgments, evidential, deontic and dynamic. This
chapter also mentions modal systems and other categories, such as mood,
time and negation.

Chapter 4 presents that modal verb is a controversial topic in terms
of its name, classification, its relationship with other parts of speech.
Therefore, we make a detailed discussion on the status of modal verbs,
the former criteria for modal verbs and re-examine these criteria. By
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comparing modal verbs with full verbs and adverbs, we get the conclusion
that modal verbs have their special characteristics although they have some
same characteristics with verbs and adverbs. By re-examining the criteria
put forward by different scholars, we present our own views on the criteria
for modal verbs and exemplify them. According to our own criteria, we
list modal verbs in Chinese and divide them into monosyllabic modal
verbs and disyllabic modal verbs, and then try to find their differences by
comparing them.

Chapter 5 discusses a typical phenomenon of modal verbs in Chinese,
which is the succession of modal verbs. Based on the former studies and
careful re-examination, we get the order of multiple modal verbs, which is
epistemic > deontic > dynamic. Not only can the different types of modal
verbs succeed, but also the same type of modal verbs. When the same
type of modal verbs can succeed, the order of them can change, while the
different types of modal verbs must follow the rule of succession, and the
order of them cannot change. In the meanwhile, this chapter discusses
the polysemy of modal verbs and analyzes some syntactic factors which
influence the interpretation of modal verbs.

Chapter 6 elaborates on the relationship between modality and
aspect. Through the analysis of the co-occurrence of modal verbs and
aspect markers, we conclude that aspect markers have influence on the
interpretation of modality. Besides the above mentioned, we also analyze
other factors influencing the interpretation of modality and conclude that
predicate, subject, subject pronoun also have influence on the interpretation
of modality, therefore, when we have research on modal verbs, we should
analyze the components related to modality comprehensively rather than
the modality in isolation. In the meantime, the sentential factors should not
be ignored; it affects not only the semantic differentiation of modality but
also the speakers’ mood.

Chapter 7 expounds on the relationship between modality and
negation. It is well known that English uses different modals for different
scope interpretations. In Chinese, these two interpretations can be
distinguished by simply placing the negative marker in different locations
in a sentence without changing the verbs. Therefore, English is considered
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to be a Modal Suppletion Strategy (MSS) language, whereas Chinese is
considered as a Negation Placement Strategy (NPS) language. However,
MSS predominant English mentions the NPS and an NPS predominant
Chinese also mentions the MSS. In the end, we conclude several points in
terms of the wide scope and the narrow scope of the negation along with
their interactions with Chinese and English modals.

Chapter 8 explores the syntactic structure of modal verbs based on the
above chapters. After a careful re-examination about the previous studies
and by comparing modal verbs with aspect markers, we make modal verbs
relate to aspect markers and conclude that root modal verbs originate in
ASPP and have complementary distribution with aspect markers. Based
on the two arguments that epistemic modal verbs cannot occur in non-
assertive contexts and the asymmetry of negation of modal verbs, we
claim that epistemic modal verbs are in COMP and have complementary
distribution with non-assertive contexts.

The conclusion part summarizes the contributions and outlines the
remaining tasks in this book.




