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Epistemic modality in English

CHAFE, Wallace

University of California at Santa Barbara

I apologize for speaking in English, but I will be speaking about English
also. I think you will hear me using a great deal of epistemic modality as I talk.
In fact I just said “I think”. You will find examples throughout what I say.

I was asked to speak about epistemic modality in English. There are
several reasons why that is not an entirely easy thing to do, and why I feel
somewhat inadequate for this assignment. To begin with, there is a great deal
that has been written on this subject, and in recent years that amount has
increased considerably. I have listed some references at the end, but they are
only a few selections from a large number of works that would have to be
included in an adequate bibliography. The book by Frank Palmer (1986) is the
most comprehensive modern survey, but a new edition will be published soon
and is worth waiting for.

If you read these works, you find very quickly that the subject has been
approached by different people in different ways. Epistemology is of course a
topic that has always concerned philosophers, who have their own approaches to
it, but within linguistics alone there are many points of view. How this topic has
been treated has depended on one’s general view of language, and of course
there are many different ideas about how language is organized, and even what
language is. Furthermore, the data on which various studies have relied have
differed in several ways. For example, some studies have used only examples
that were constructed by the investigator, while others have examined what
people actually say, as is true, for example, of the book by Jennifer Coates (1983).
And some studies have focused on written language, or language that is written-
like, while others have examined spoken language, as Coates again did. Still
another kind of difference has arisen from the fact that a full understanding of
this topic needs to examine, not only the present, synchronic state of the English

language (not to mention variation within that language), but also the
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diachronic, historical events that led to that present state. Like everything else
in a language, expressions of epistemic modality cannot be fully understood
without understanding the historical forces that shaped them. Finally, it is
important and necessary to distinguish the semantics of epistemic modality from
the grammatical devices that are used to express modal meanings.

This last distinction—between semantics and grammar—has presented
me with a problem in knowing how to organize what follows. It would be
possible to organize this presentation on the basis of grammatical devices,
perhaps discussing first modal auxiliaries, then perhaps epistemic adverbs, and
then main verbs and their complements. If I organized my presentation in that
way, the meanings underlying those various forms would appear to be rather
incoherent and disorganized. The alternative is to organize what I say on the
basis of the semantics of epistemic modality, in which case the grammatical
representations may appear to be incoherent. The problem, of course, is that
semantics and grammar do not always match.

Confronted with these two alternatives, 1 chose the second—organizing
my talk on the basis of meanings—in part because I think meanings are more
fundamental than the ways they are expressed. It is what people mean that
they are conscious of as they speak, and I believe that it is semantics that drives
grammar, not the other way around. It is my feeling that a semantically-based
approach brings more coherence to the topic as a whole. But in addition to that,
it is important at this meeting to point out that a semantically-based approach
can be more useful when we are comparing different languages. If we are
interested in comparing epistemic modality in English, Japanese, and Chinese—
or in fact in any set of languages—it is the meanings that are the most natural
phenomena to compare, whether they are the same or different meanings across
the languages. In a sense the grammar of epistemic modality, which of course
will be different in each language, is useful above all to the extent that it enables
us to get at the meanings the different grammars express.

The basic function of language is to associate thoughts with sounds. We
experience thoughts, and we make sounds in order to communicate our thoughts

to others. Because languages change—and because they change independently
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in sounds and meanings, the association of thoughts with sounds is often
indirect, and that is why semantics and grammar do not always match.
Language not only associates thoughts with sounds, but also provides ways of
organizing both the thoughts and the sounds, since obviously it would be
impossible to make the associations if the thoughts and sounds were not
organized in some way. Different languages organize both thoughts and sounds
differently, as this meeting will demonstrate. I will talk about a few of the ways
English organizes th_oughts, and in particular those aspects of thought that
involve the acquisition and evaluation of the knowledge that constitutes the
thoughts, the area of epistemology.

I would like to make a distinction between what I will call ideas and
what I will call the orientations of ideas. ldeas are mental representations of
events and states—of things that happen and the way things are, along with the
participants in those events and states. Thus, if I happened to say, for example,
I bought an umbrella, there is the idea of the buying event, and there are also
the ideas of the participants in that event: the idea of me, as the buyer, and the
idea of the umbrella, or what was bought. In general, ideas can be translated in
a somewhat satisfactory. way from one language to another, although not
perfectly by any means.

Every language also orients ideas in various ways. The orientation may
be in terms of time, or of space, or of the interaction between the people who are
talking, or with relation to other ideas in the flow of discourse, or with relation
to epistemology, which is our concern here. Whereas ideas of events and states
and their participants are expressed in what have sometimes been called
content words, orientations may be expressed in function words, but also in
inflections, and in prosody as well. When I said 1 bought an umbrella, the idea
of the buying event was oriented in time with the past tense of the verb; the
idea of me, as the buyer, was oriented in the flow of discourse with the form 7
rather than me expressing the starting point of the statement; and the idea of
the umbrella was oriented in the interaction, with the indefinite article an, as

not identifiable to the listener.



As compared with the ideas of events and states and their participants,
orientations are more likely to differ significantly across languages. In this case
kasa o katta, which I take to be a reasonable translation of I bought an umbrella,
does orient the idea of the event as past, although the function of past tense in
Japanese may be somewhat different from its function in English. But the idea
of the speaker, who is treated in English discourse as the starting point of the
event, is not overtly expressed at all, as of course is typical in both Japanese and
Chinese. Kasa o katta has no overt reference to the buyer. And the idea of the
umbrella does not have the orientation as nonidentifiable that English gives it
with the indefinite article. On the other hand Japanese orients the umbrella as
the object of the buying with the particle o, a function that English marks only
with word order, if at all.

The ways in which events and states are oriented are often assigned to
three basic types, which are labeled tense, aspect, and mode. So far as tense is
concerned, its function may seem clear enough. According to Comrie (1985), for
example, tense “relates the time of the situation referred to to some other time,
usually to the moment of speaking.” I suspect, however, that Comrie’s
description does not fully capture the human experience of time, which
distinguishes the quality of immediate experience from the qualities of
remembered experience (expressed by past tense) and of imagined experience
(expressed by future tense). I believe that linguistics, with its bias toward form
rather than meaning, continues to suffer from a reluctance to recognize the
qualities of human experience (Chafe 1994),

When it comes to aspect, it is a kind of orientation that might seem to be
based on time also. With aspect, however, it is not time with relation to “the
moment of speaking.” Comrie (1976) wrote that “aspects are different ways of
viewing the internal temporal constituency of a situation.” That may be a good
way of describing the function, say, of the so-called progressive aspect in English,
as in I'm eating, where the orientation in the middle of an ongoing event might
well be described as “internal temporal constituency.” But it does not seem so
obviously the best way to describe the perfect aspect, as in I've eaten, where a

past event is interpreted as having present relevance. In other words, aspect is
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not entirely easy to define as a coherent semantic category, although we may
think we recognize it when we see it.

But if there are certain problems in defining tense and aspect, what can
we say about modality? Modality has been described as an orientation that
involves the “opinion or attitude” of the speaker (Lyons 1977: 452; cf. Palmer
1986: 2). Again, that definition seems to be approximately correct, but it may
not cover all the cases we would like to assign to modality. Perhaps we can say
in the most general terms that a modal orientation of the idea of an event or
state involves the speaker’s evaluation of that idea, but of course that depends
on what we understand by the word evaluation. That is what I will discuss for
the rest of my talk, with reference, of course, to epistemic modality in English.

As soon as we begin to examine modality in general, we recognize
immediately that a basic distinction needs to be made between so-called deontic
modality and epistemic modality. Deontic modality can be roughly
characterized as involving obligation or permission, or, perhaps better, the
sociophysical forces that are involved in the evaluation of ideas (Sweetser 1990).
Thus, if I say I have to buy an umbrella, the modal phrase have to orients the
idea of the buying as an obligation that has somehow been imposed on me,
perhaps in this case by anticipated physical conditions (the anticipation of rain).

I do not need to say more about deontic modality here, except to mention
the well known fact that expressions which originated in a language as deontic
often come to be used metaphorically for epistemic orientations. Thus, if I were
to say she has to be at work, I might be conveying a socially imposed obligation
on her, but I might also be conveying my inference, derived from some kind of
evidence, that that is where she is. This latter meaning, of course, is an
epistemic one. Deontic modality, then, often provides a metaphorical way of
expressing epistemic modality, apparently because sociophysical obligations can
easily be transferred metaphorically to cognitive obligations (cf. Sweetser 1990).

' Epistemic modality involves the status of knowledge. It specifies
cognitive forces that shape our evaluations of events and states. The human
mind enables us to understand the physical and social worlds in which we live,

and to decide on appropriate ways of interacting with those worlds. The specific
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ways we understand our surroundings have in part been wired into our minds
by human evolution, but they are also in part the result of cultural forces that
shape our experiences. Epistemic modality shows that these understandings are
not restricted to what our minds have led us to perceive as the real or factual
state of the world around us, but are easily extended to worlds that we imagine:
worlds that are in some cases desired and to be worked toward, but that are in
other cases feared and to be avoided. Epistemic modality is important because it
gives us insights into a human awareness that our thoughts may fit to varying
degrees and in varying ways with what we regard as the reality outside
ourselves.

I have summarized in (1) the ways in which languages may organize this

domain of epistemic modality.

(1) Ways of organizing the epistemic domain

Degrees of factuality
Modes of knowing
Belief
Hearsay
Deduction
Induction
Sources of induction

Degrees of conformity with expectations

Degrees of category prototypicality

First of all, probably all languages provide several ways of expressing a
speaker’s evaluation of the degree of factuality of an idea, ranging from a
judgment of unqualified factuality at one extreme to a judgment of nonfactuality
at the other extreme, with various intermediate possibilities. This scale of
factuality can perhaps be regarded as the simplest and most basic way of

evaluating knowledge.



In addition to providing ways of expressing degrees of factuality,
languages may recognize several ways in which understandings of the world
have been acquired, so-called modes of knowing. Different modes of knowing
may belong at different points on the scale of factuality, and where they are
placed on that scale may vary from one language to another.

One mode of knowing can be termed belief: knowledge that may or may
not have been derived from observations of one’s surroundings, and that has
often been acquired from others whose authority is respected. It may simply be
knowledge that a person wants to hold, for whatever reason. However it may be
acquired, belief can be the most strongly held kind of knowledge there is, and a
kind that is not easily given up. Because the world is so complex, humans could
probably not function without having beliefs—without possessing knowledge
that goes beyond observations. Nevertheless, even a cursory glance at human
history is enough to show that beliefs devoid of substantial evidence have caused
and still are causing endless suffering.

Another avenue to knowledge is the language of others. Obviously much
of what we know is acquired from other minds, and it is language above all that
allows transfers of knowledge from one mind to another to take place. It is what
is happening as I speak. To the extent that my audience and I share a common
language, I can hope that something in my mind is being assimilated by minds
in the audience. The term hearsay has been used for this mode of knowing. It is
not an ideal term, because in English the word hearsay implies a relatively low
position on the scale of factuality, and that need not be the case with this mode
of knowing. Nevertheless, it has become something of a technical term in this
usage, and 1 will use it here.

Another mode of knowing can be called deduction. It involves
understandings that are arrived at through prior knowledge of patterns, which
are then applied to the imagining of new events and states. We can imagine
things that will happen or have happened because they fit patterns with which
we are already familiar, and we deduce new knowledge from those patterns.

A mode of knowing that seems to be widely recognized across languages,

and that is often qualified in interesting ways, is induction or iInference:
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knowledge that starts with an observation of the world and moves from that
observation to an understanding of something that is not observed. Languages
sometimes go beyond marking induction alone to marking the kind of
observation that has led to a particular induction. These are the markings that
are called evidentials in the narrow sense of that term, since they specify
explicitly the kind of evidence that led to the inference.

The human mind is full of expectations about how the world is and how
the world will be. The degree to which some item of knowledge conforms to
expectations (or fails to conform) is still another way it may be evaluated.

Finally, language relies fundamentally on categories, which provide
words that enable us to verbalize our ideas. It is well known that particular
experiences may conform to available categories to a greater or lesser degree—
that they may be more or less prototypical, and the degree of prototypicality of a
piece of knowledge is the last of the ways listed in (1) in which it may be
evaluated.

We can turn now specifically to what English does with the epistemic
functions outlined in (1). As I discuss the resources English makes available, I
will use some examples I have constructed, all of them based on the idea that it’s
raining (cf. Chafe and Nichols 1986: vii). In general, I would prefer to use
examples taken from things people have been recorded as actually saying, but
for my purposes here I can present and compare the epistemic resources of
English more clearly if we can look at modifications of this one simple idea. For
the most part these constructed example are, I think, quite natural things to say,
although some of them may be more natural than others.

If it is uttered in this simple way, it’s raining conveys an idea the
speaker has evaluated as factual. No question is expressed about whether it
might or might not be raining. At the opposite extreme one can of course say it’s
not raining to convey the extreme of nonfactuality. In that case there must have
been an expectation that rain was a possibility. In other words, the extreme of
nonfactuality is utilized in a context where at least some degree of factuality

could be entertained. These two extremes are shown at the top and bottom of

(2):



(2) Degrees of factuality

Factual It’s raining.
A
(Adverbs) (Modals)
Probably it’s raining. —_
Mzgybe it’s raining. It may be raining.
Possibly it’s raining. It mjght be raining.
v
Nonfactual It’s pot raining.

But of special interest here is the fact that these two extremes are by no
means the only epistemic orientations this idea can have. Some other
possibilities are listed in the middle portion of (2). In English these
intermediate degrees may be expressed in either of two ways: by epistemic
adverbs or by modal auxiliaries, or simply modals. The adverbs shown here
range from probably, showing a relatively high degree of judged factuality, to
possibly, showing a relatively low degree, with maybe somewhere in the middle.

The illustrations in (2) do not capture subtle aspects of word order or
frequency of use of these adverbs. Reliable conclusions regarding such matters
will depend on carefully conductéd studies based on significant corpora of real
spoken language. My preliminary impressions are as follows. With regard to
probably, it is commoner to say it’'s probably raining, instead of beginning the
sentence with probably. Unlike probably, maybe is more common at the
beginning of a sentence, as in (2)—maybe it’s raining. Essentially equivalent to
maybe is perhaps, which is more common in written language. Possibly may not
be as common as probably or maybe, and the corresponding modal may be
preféerred, at least in speaking.

If we turn now to those modals, may expresses something quite similar
to maybe, which of course was derived from it historically. While the same

etymological connection is missing, might has a force similar to that of possibly.
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In this case, as just mentioned, it might be raining may be a commoner usage
than possibly it’s raining. It is interesting that there seems to be no modal that
corresponds to probably. One might think at first that 1t must be raining would
perform this function, but we will see in a moment that must carries additional
information concerning the mode of knowing.

The devices illustrated in (2) are not the whole story as far as degrees of
factuality are concerned. English also provides several adverbs that modify the
intensity of these evaluations. For example, for both the factual and the
nonfactual extremes the word definitely expresses a commitment to that
extreme in a context where there may otherwise have been room for some doubt,

as illustrated in (3):

(3) Reinforcing an extreme of factuality with definitely

It’s definitely raining.
It'’s definitely not raining.

It is interesting that while it’s definitely raining intensifies a commitment to the
factual extreme, another alternative, it’s really raining, which might at first be
thought to have a similar function, in fact intensifies the strength or volume of
the rain. It's really rainingis more or less equivalent to it’s raining hard.
Leaving aside the extremes of factuality and nonfactuality, the adverb
quite can be added at both the top and bottom of the probability scale. In either
case, unlike definitely, which intensifies either the positive or negative extreme,
quite always pushes the evaluation upward in the direction of greater factuality,

as illustrated in (4):

(4) Reinforcing in the direction of factuality with gquite

Quite probably it'’s raining.
Quite possibly it’s raining.



At the low end of the probability scale, the adverb just pushes the judgment
downwards, toward greater nonfactuality. And unlike quite, just can apply to

either an adverb or a modal, as shown in (5):

(5) Reinforcing in the direction of nonfactuality with just

Just possibly it’s raining.
It just might be raining.

All of these options involving the scale of factuality say nothing about
the manner in which the speaker obtained the knowledge being expressed; they
do not specify the mode of knowing. We can now turn to resources English
provides for that purpose.

As mentioned earlier, in one sense the simplest mode of knowing is belief.
Reasons for believing something can be quite diverse, but at the heart of belief is
a lack of concern for evidence. People believe things because they want to, or
because other people believe them, or perhaps for other, idiosyncratic reasons.
The word opinion is used for a kind of belief that is explicitly more tentative,
personal, and less likely to be shared.

Belief is usually expressed in English, neither with an adverb nor a
modal, but with what is syntactically a main verb with a first person subject
followed by the object of belief as a complement clause. The favorite way of
expressing belief is with the extremely common phrase 7 think, although
sometimes people say [ guess or even [ believe, as with the illustrations in (6).
All of these examples share a lack of concern for evidence, although in some
cases it is quite possible that the speaker has observed something that led to the
belief. I have added the phrase in my opinion at the end to illustrate a way of

expressing a more personal belief:



(6) Modes of knowing 1: Belief

Lthink it’s raining.
Lguess it’s raining.
Ibelieve it's raining.

In my opinion i1t’s raining.

The second mode of knowing listed in (1) is hearsay. Many languages
have one or more strongly grammaticized devices for indicating that a particular
understanding was acquired from another mind through language. In English,
however, this hearsay mode of knowing does not have any single, well integrated
grammatical expression. In (7) I have listed some of the ways it may be
expressed. It is easy to see that these ways are quite diverse, ranging from
active and passive forms of the verb say—zthey say it’s raining or 1it's said to be
raining; through the main verb hear with a complement clause—I hear it’s
raining; and several adverbs like supposedly and apparently—supposedly it’s
raining or apparently it’s raining; and finally the phrase it seems. Except for
the first two examples in (7) with the verb say, all of these devices were

borrowed for the hearsay usage from other usages [ will mention shortly.

(7) Modes of knowing 2: Hearsay

They say it’s raining.

It's said to be raining.

Lhear it’s raining.
Supposed]y/apparently it's raining.
It’s raining, it seems.

The next mode of knowing listed in (1), deduction, is based on some
already known pattern that has led to the knowledge in question. It may be
expressed in English with the very similar modals should or ought to, which



