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Abstract 

 
    Modality refers to the speaker’s attitude towards the judgment of/ or assessment of what he says. 

The complexity and multi-use of the English modal auxiliaries comprise a serious challenge to FL 

users. This paper aimed at analyzing them formally and semantically with illustrative examples. A 

detailed semantic classification is suggested based on authentic linguistic research, viz., deontic, 

epistemic, and dynamic that cuts across the two major degrees of modality, necessity and possibility. 

The paper concludes with plotting detailed, by no means exhaustive, lists of the various semantic 

functions/ implications of these modals with illustrative examples. The ultimate goal is to enhance the 

FL users’ knowledge of the various intersecting uses of English modal verbs. 

Keywords: English Auxiliaries, Epistemic Auxiliaries, Deontic Auxiliaries, Functions of English 

Auxiliaries, Analysis of English Auxiliaries 

 

Introduction  

1. Preamble 

   The English Tense marks three major functions, viz., temporal relationships, back-shifting, 

and tentativeness. The third function is closely related to modal verbs and modality. 

Consequently, this paper will focus on English tense-modal relationships. 

    Expressing modality in English, i.e., the speaker’s attitude toward what he says (Palmer 

1979; El-Hassan 1990), or ' the manner in which the meaning of a clause is qualified so as to 

reflect the speaker’s judgment of the likelihood of the proposition of the sentence being true' 

(Quirk et al. 1985: 219) or in Halliday’s(1970) words “the speaker’s assessment of the 

probability of what he is saying” (p.189) entails the manipulation of a complex linguistic 

system that does not lend itself easily to analysis, comprehension, and systematization. 

Semantically, modality may cover an open-ended list of modal utterances, including non-

modal verbs, adjectives, adverbs, or nouns, such as I think/ believe/ reckon/ etc.; it is 

possible/ probable; possibly/ probably; certainty/ possibility; etc.  Grammatically, however, 

there is a closed set of verbs which are formally, semantically, and syntactically identifiable. 
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Even this closed set is so intricate that “there is perhaps, no area of English grammar that is 

both more important or more difficult than the system of modals” (Palmer 1979; preface). 

The major source of this difficulty lies with their anomalous and polysemous character. They 

can be described in terms of their formal and semantic functions, such as permission, 

inclination, possibility, necessity, etc, but they also convey psychological associations, such 

as condescension, politeness, tact, and irony (c.f. Leech 1971:66). El-Hassan (1990:150) 

reminds us that “the subtlety and complexity of the meaning and function of these modal 

auxiliaries are so very often disguised beneath a simple structural organization”. It follows 

that the analysis and classification of the English modal system is an arduous endeavour for 

the linguist to handle as he has to accommodate various thorny issues, such as orientation, 

epistemic associations, tense indication, negation and passivization as well as types and 

degrees of modality. However, a detailed, full-fledged and thorough investigation of lexical 

and syntactic expressions of modality in English lies beyond the scope of this paper. 

Modality is dealt with here only in connection with the formal English modal verbs and 

subsequently their tense-related forms.  

2. Classification of Modals 

    Linguists have approached the English modals in various ways, formally and logically. 

Halliday 1970:189-210) views modality as part of the interpersonal constituent of language 

and subsequently classifies the English modal auxiliaries in terms of modality and 

modulation (i.e. the ideational constituent of language). Lyons (1977:792) classifies them into 

epistemic and deontic while generative grammarians often deal with them as root and 

epistemic modals (cf., Aziz 1992:101).Lyons (p.793) characterizes epistemic modals as 

concerned with matters of knowledge, belief, or opinion rather than facts while deontic 

modality with the necessity or possibility of acts performed by morally responsible 

agents(p.823). Moreover, Palmer (1974) describes the English modals along two axes: (i) 

their inherent property to express a certain degree of knowledge, a guess, or a conjecture 

about a certain event in the present or past time, and (ii) the source of their modality, being 

the subject of the sentence or one of the interlocutors in the discourse. Accordingly, Palmer 

observes a distinction along two parameters: (a) epistemic/ non-epistemic (i.e., passing 

judgment on the proposition of the utterance, or not), and (b) orientation (i.e., subject or 

discourse-oriented).  These   parameters  can be exemplified by:  

1. a. Mary couldn’t go to school yesterday. (non-epistemic-subject-oriented). 

    b. Mary can’t have gone to school yesterday. (epistemic – discourse –oriented). 

 

Both utterances express past events. However, couldn’t in (1.a) indicates the inability of the 

subject to perform the act. The modal itself is marked for past tense; it is, therefore, non-

epistemic whereas  (1.b) is viewed from the interlocuter's point of view and it is  the 

proposition  go (going to school) not the negative modal can’t that is marked for past tense.. 
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Can’t, therefore, serves as an epistemic modal verb designating the non-actuality of the 

action in the past. That (1.b) is past is adduced by the conjoined past time specifier 

yesterday and the perfective aspect as well.  

   The orientation parameter (i.e. the source of modality) can be further illustrated by the 

following contrastive sentences: 

 2. a. Mary may leave today. 

                b. He can fly a plane. 

                c. May I leave now, sir? 

May in (2.a) denotes permission and is discourse-oriented as it refers to the role of one of 

the participants (the speaker) in the discourse whereas can in (2.b) expresses ability and is 

subject-oriented as it relegates a role to the subject, namely ability. The same thing can be 

said about (2.c), the request for permission. Stated more explicitly, in (2.a) may implies the 

speaker’s wish to permit Mary to leave, but in (2.c) the addressee’s permission is sought by 

the speaker. Thus, may in (2.c) is still discourse-oriented. 

According to this descriptive model, the English modals can be subgrouped into three 

categories (Palmer 1974): (i) epistemic modals where the proposition (represented by the 

main verb) is marked for tense; (ii) discourse-oriented modals having no past tense marking, 

and (iii) subject-oriented modals which may be marked for tense. 

    However, the classification of modals in terms of orientation is not so stringent. Generally 

speaking, it is illuminating, heuristic, and applicable to a great extent,but it still lacks rigor in 

accounting for all the modal realizations: there are modals which display overlapping 

functions. There are instances of modality that may have neutral orientation, or no particular 

source (Leech 1971:75) where neither the subject, nor the speaker, but an external or a 

neutral factor,say the circumstances, can be assigned as the source of the modality. This is 

illustrated by must of necessity, can of possibility, and have (got) to of obligation/ necessity. 

Consider:  

 3. a. You can get all sorts of things at the mall. 

                b. Before crossing the street, you must look left and right. 

                c. I think we mustn’t worry too much about this matter. 

                d. She has (got) to stay with her ill mother. 

                e. He’s (got) to finish the report today. (external factor). 

This lack of stringency convinced Palmer (1979) to modify the previous model into a ternary 

framework for modals, namely, deontic (pertaining to moral obligation or duty), epistemic (i.e. 

passing judgment), and dynamic (activity). This format cuts across two central degrees of 

modality, viz. possibility and necessity. To these, a tertiary degree is added, relating to the 

uses of will and shall. 

   Deontic modals denote desires, wants, commands, obligation, necessity, undertaking, and 

permission. They exhibit a performative function and refer to the present time only (El-
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Hassan 1990:158). As shown in the format below, deontic modals are basically discourse-

oriented. They include must of obligation, may of permission, and shall of undertaking. 

Deontic modals also cut across the basic degrees of both possibility and necessity. 

   Epistemic modals, on the other hand, include, among others, must of certainty or logical 

thinking and its suppletive forms; may of possibility, and will of strong possibility (see3.2.2 

below) as illustrated by (4. a-d): 

 4. a. That will be the milkman at the door. 

                b. It may be raining in Hong Kong now. 

                c. That man must be Japanese. 

                d. He must have been a fool to believe her. 

    The third category, dynamic modals (implying motion/change/action), include have to, 

must of obligation (usually with activity verbs) as well as  can of ability and can of theoretical 

or general possibility. Volitional will, furthermore, is a neutral modal. 

   The issue of futurity as a modality is not settled amongst linguists. Although will and shall 

meet the four 'nice properties' of auxiliaries, viz. negation, inversion, code, and emphasis 

(Huddleston 1976; Khalil 1999: 216), they rarely indicate plain futurity. Nevertheless, there is 

evidence for considering futurity as modality. After all, shall and will are formally modals and 

all modals can refer to the future time. 

The Logical Ternary Format of Positive Non-past Modals 

Degree Deontic Ms Epistemic Ms Dynamic Ms 
 
Necessity 

 
must (obligation) 

 
must (certainty) 

subject-oriented Neutral 
 - must (oblig) 

- have to 
 
Possibility 
 

 
may (permission) 

may (factual/strong 
possibility)  

 
can (ability) 

can (theoretical 
possibility) 

 
shall/will 
 

shall (undertaking) 
will (command)  

will (strong possibility)   
volitional will 

   

 However, this format is still insufficient; it can be modified and elaborated further. For 

instance, volitional will, epistemic will and deontic shall fit in the necessity slot in their 

respective categories (c.f., Robberecht and Van Peteghem, 1982). These shared, but 

indeterminate characteristics of will/shall are exemplified by (5. a-d) below: 

5. a. John will meet Mary. (volition - will is accented). 

    b. That will be John at the door. (strong   possibility). 

    c. Private John will report at 10 o’clock. 

    d. You shall abide by the traffic law. 

   Another shortcoming of Palmer’s analysis is the indeterminacy of should and ought to – 

compared to must and have (got) to – between deontic and dynamic modality. Many of his 

examples include instances of indeterminacy between the different modalities. He seems 

hesitant to decide, though he suggests that the first two modals be subsumed under dynamic 



 

 43

necessity despite the fact that they sometimes exhibit highly deontic characteristics (Palmer 

1979:69). Palmer must have realized the need to rectify this limitation by resorting to 

pragmatic considerations and through introducing new types of modality . 

   Robberecht and Van Peteghem (1982:8) expanded Palmer’s framework, taking into 

account its limitations. They integrated the third modal degree of will/shall directly into the 

degree of necessity. Thus, they modified Palmer’s previous format in terms of the epistemic/ 

non-epistemic distinction, plotting it against the two central axes of necessity and possibility. 

The format also exemplifies the classification of some central non-past modals. 

Epistemic/Non-epistemic Format of English Modals 

 
Degree 

 

 
Epistemic Ms 

 

 
Non-epistemic Ms 

 

Necessity 

 
must (certainty) 

 
 
 

will (relative 
certainty) 

 
Subject-
oriented 

 
Discourse-oriented 

 
  

Internal 
must 

(oblige./ imposed)
 

 
External 
Have to 

(obligation) 

 
Neutral 
should 

needn’t (absence of 
oblige.) 

 
 

Possibility 
  

may 
(permission) 

can 
(theoretical 
possibility) 

can 
(possibility) 

   

  As can be seen in this format, the distinction of subject/discourse orientation is retained 

within the non-epistemic category. A further distinction is made in terms of the source of 

orientation, being internal, external, or neutral (i.e. indiscriminate). This format is more 

detailed than the previous format since normally a single modal may exhibit several 

homonymous forms with various modal-combinations. The centrality or marginality of a 

modal is usually determined by pragmatic considerations. Furthermore, Robberecht and Van 

Peteghem (1982) propose a further elaboration of the previous format by integrating the 

indeterminate cases in it (p.10). The proposed format below shows that indeterminacy with 

non-modal meanings lies primarily with shall/will within the  domain of necessity.. These may 

express either futurity with a volitional tinge or volition with a future colouring. Such 

indeterminacy may also exist in the domain of may.   

Elaborated Epistemic / Non-epistemic Format of Modals 

 Epistemic Ms Non-epistemic Ms 

 
 

Indet.with 
non-modal 

  

Indet. with 
non-

epistemic M 

Indet. 
with non-

modal 

 
Subject-
oriented 

Indet. with 
discourse-
oriented 
modal 

Indet 
with non-

modal 

 
 

Discourse-oriented Ms 

 
Necessity 

must 
 

will 

 
should 

 
Will 

will 
 

must 
can’t (help) 

will 
 

shall 

 
must 

have to 
should 

 
needn’t 

shall 
should 

will 
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Possibility 
 

 
May 

could 
 

can’t 
 

 
can 

 
can 

 
 

may 
 

can 
 

can 
 

may 

 

3. Modal Tense-Temporal Relationships 

3.1. Present and Future Time 

    Syntactically all modals are followed by the base form of the verb. The rule of ‘non-

occurrence’ entails that the modal verbs cannot follow each other, in the same simple VP. 

However, this does not apply to will/shall which can precede the modal have (got) to  to 

denote futurity, past in the future, and continuous future necessity as in: 

            6. a. He’ll have graduated by next June. 

               b. I’ll have to do it tomorrow. 

               c. By this time next year, they’ll have to be working on this bridge for 3 years. 

   All non-past modal forms may have present or future reference. However, some linguists 

deny the notion of tense with regard to epistemic modals. Halliday (1970) holds the view that 

epistemic modality, being the speaker’s judgment, is external to the scope of tense. It 

belongs to the moment of utterance. Whether the modal form is present or past, it refers to 

the present moment. It is the proposition that may be in the present or past or future. Thus, 

(7) below has a future reference even in the absence of a future  specifier: 

 7. John may/must/can/will/should go (tomorrow). 

It is here, then, that there is a close link between futurity and modality. However, it may be 

difficult to determine the futurity of some non-past modals in the absence of a future 

specifier. As Leech (1971:190) remarks, can, may, and must “neutralize the contrast 

between present and future time”. 

   To begin with, the future and modal functions of will and shall can hardly be separated. 

They may indicate plain futurity although they are not regarded as future tense markers by 

many modern linguists (e.g., Jesperson 1940; Leech 1971; Palmer 1974, 1979; Quirk et al. 

1972). Jesperson asserts that English has no specific future tense. Quirk et al. (1972) also 

ascertain that despite the fact that shall and will, particularly will, are the closest to a  

colourless , neutral future, they do not form a future tense comparable to the present and 

past tenses. There are several convincing arguments in favour of this view. First, futurity can 

be equally well expressed by other tense-related structures (e.g., the simple present, the 

present progressive, be-going to). Evidently, the use of will/shall + the present progressive 

“avoids the interpretation of volition, insistence, etc. and conveys greater tact and 

consideration than the simple auxiliary construction does” (Quirk et al. 1972:89). 

   Secondly, even in its future use, will is indefinite. It is not confined to futurity only; it is 

normally tinged with definite/indefinite or immediate/remote aspects, as in: 

 8. a. We’ll visit you soon. 
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                b. We’ll visit you one day. 

Finally, will is not a future-specific auxiliary for often it is tinged with modality (epistemicity, 

probability, characteristic, willingness, habitual sense, etc). As a matter of fact, this modal 

auxiliary exhibits modal characteristics more than plain futurity. The indeterminacy of will 

between futurity and modality can be illustrated by:  

 9. a. He’ll do his best.             (future and volition). 

                b. He’ll be doing his best.   (future interpretation only –Quirk et al. 1972:89). 

Unlike volitional will, future will has no tentative implications. Moreover, it is only in the future 

sense  that shall and will contrast, at least in British English, for person, i.e., shall occurs with 

the first person, and will with the other persons. Even this contrast cannot hold strictly for, 

apparently, it is customary to use will, not shall with combined persons that include the 

speaker (i.e., he and I, you and I), as in: 

   10. a. Mary and I will attend the party. 

                     b. *Mary and I shall attend the party.    

Apart from this syntactic contrast, these two modals are interchangeable for futurity. As 

regards passivization, future will/shall seem to be voice-neutral, which contrasts with their 

modal uses. Passivization illustrates their interchangeability with the different persons. 

Consider: 

  11. a. We shall give Mary a prize tomorrow. 

                   b. Mary will be given a prize tomorrow. 

However, (12) below is not passivizable due to the stative nature of the main verb . 

 12. a. You shall have the increment next month. 

                   b. *The increment will be had next month. 

    Furthermore, future will/shall is commonly attested in the apodosis of a real conditional 

clause, but not in the protasis. However, will is not entirely excluded from this particular 

environment, but when it occurs in it , it is construed with volitional, rather than future 

implication, particularly when referring to a present decision, as in: 

 13. a. If it will make any difference, I’ll gladly lend you some money. 

                  b. If the play will be cancelled, let us not go.      (Palmer 1974:148). 

    As stated earlier, some linguists deny that future will and shall have past tenses. They 

argue that though would and should appear to be formally their past counterparts, they do 

not always serve as past time markers. According to this view, the appearance of would in 

reported speech represents a formal tense back-shift. Besides, the use of past form would is 

rare and restricted to literary narrative style (see 3.2.3 below). Nevertheless, the use of 

would in these contexts denotes futurity relative to a past time point of reference (Quirk et al. 

1985:90).  
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    The other modals are also coloured with futurity. It can be easily demonstrated that 

dynamic must, would, could, should/ought to  fairly often have present and future reference, 

particularly when a future specifier has adjoined  the sentence. 

   With dynamic modals, it is the event that is naturally future. This sounds logical since 

seeking/granting permission, imposing an obligation, or undertaking a promise, etc., is 

effective only at a time later than the time of speaking. Epistemic must stands as an 

exception since it always has a present time reference, i.e., the proposition is true at the 

present time, not in the future. This explains the common occurrence of epistemic modals 

with progressive, habitual, and stative verbs, as in: 

14. a. He must be enjoying himself in Egypt now. 

      b. She must look into the mirror every morning. 

      c. She must live with her parents in Amman. 

    On the other hand, epistemic necessity is often equally expressed by phrases like be 

bound to as in  Selfishness is bound to yield hostility. Yet, must and be bound to may 

contrast sharply both syntactically and semantically. Whereas future must has to be 

conjoined with a future specifier, be bound to may not. Besides, without future specification 

must is often indeterminate between the epistemic and the deontic implications whereas be 

bound to always denotes futurity or present time. This semantic contrast is illustrated by: 

 15. a. My wife is bound to be home (now). 

                  b. My wife must be home now. 

(15. a) implies more certainty, and, thus, can be construed as: “it is certain…or it is inevitable 

that…” in contrast with (15. b)  which  implies mere likelihood that the speaker is drawing the 

most obvious conclusion. 

   Before we conclude this sub-section, it is in order to briefly present should and ought to.  

Both denote a reasonable conclusion. In this sense, they function like epistemic must, except 

that they permit non-actuality, i.e., non-fulfillment of obligation, as in: 

 16. a. She should/ought to be at home, but she isn’t .         (at present). 

                  b. *She must be at home, but she isn’t. 

The non-actuality constraint on must in (16.b) can be justified in terms of subject/discourse 

orientation. Must is a discourse-oriented modal. It would be illogical for a speaker to issue an 

obligation and cancel it at the same time. On the other hand, should, ought to as well as 

have to are not discourse-oriented; the obligation is internal or external. Besides, the 

negation of have to (don’t have to) affects the modality itself. Moreover, although must and 

should are roughly equivalent in many settings, there is a subtle nuance. In all instances, 

must denotes something stronger than should. As Woisctschlaeger (1976:110) points out, 

“must  marks  the safer guess, the stronger advice, the more confronting reassurance, the 

harsher criticism, etc”. 
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3.2. Past Time 

  Only four of the English modals, viz. will, shall, can, and may are inflected for the past tense 

as would, should, could, and might respectively. Must and ought to are uninflected. These 

modals have three types of syntactic and semantic relationships. Firstly, past forms modals 

do not always indicate time. They may have other non-temporal functions, such as 

tentativeness, unreality, diffidence, etc.  However, could and would may mark past tense, but 

only in limited contexts, while might and should rarely have past time implications. Secondly, 

all non-present modals can occur in reported speech though they themselves cannot be 

back-shifted. This is the only area in which their temporal relationships with their non-past 

counterparts regularly contrast. Thirdly, modals that lack past forms can, nevertheless, 

express past time by means of suppletive forms or by conjoining with have. In this regard, 

two aspects complicate the use of these modals – one relates to modality and the other to 

the proposition. 

   As explicated in (2) above, modals can be classified notionally into three types: deontic, 

epistemic, and dynamic. Their past forms and past time indication will be illustrated 

subsequently under these three notions. 

 

3.2.1. Deontic Modals 

  As Lyons(1977) remarks, deontic modals are concerned with the necessity or possibility of 

acts performed by morally responsible agents. Thus, they are used to express desires, 

wants, commands, obligation, necessity, undertaking and permission. They include must; 

may and can of permission; should/ought to, daren't, needn't and shall of undertaking. 

Deontic ma, might and can/ could are used for permission. However, can of permission is 

less formal than  may . The use of can for permission is more frequent in spoken dialogues 

(Quirk et al. 1972). Besides, might is more tentative and polite than may. These are 

performative auxiliary verbs; they seek or grant permission, impose or remove obligation, or 

pronounce an undertaking at the time of speaking. In other words, they denote present and 

future time events only. In this capacity, they ought to have no past tense reference for it is 

impossible to perform such speech acts in the past. One exception to this generalization is 

the case of reported speech where the deontic modal, like the epistemic one, is back-shifted 

into the past form. How, then, is the past time reference indicated? The answer varies for 

each modal. 

   To begin with, deontic may, can, shall and idiomatic would rather and had better have no 

past time reference despite the fact that the first three do have corresponding past forms, but 

they cannot be used deontically in the past. In the permissive sense, might is used only in 

requests and here it has a tentative implication where it can be used on a par with may. 

However, might I…? is quite formal and polite; it is used much less frequently than  may 

I…?( Azar 1989:69). Could can also be used to ask for or give  permission. Consider: 
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 17. a.  May/Might/ could I  use your pen? 

                      - You could use it. 

                      *You might take it now. 

                      *You might take it yesterday. 

   On the other hand, should is not always the past tense of future or deontic shall. It is 

possible to express past permission or undertaking by a lexical verb, e.g., permit/promise. 

   Deontic should and ought to have similar denotations and thus, are interchangeable in 

their use for obligation, duty, or advice (Swan 1980:550).Their meanings range slightly in 

strength from a suggestion to a statement about responsibility or duty(Azar 1989:76). 

Evidence of this interchangeability is attested by the fact that should answers statements 

and questions with ought to as in: 

           18. a. You ought to take the right dose. 

                  -   I know I should. 

                 b. Ought you to stay in the office all day? 

                 -   Yes, I should.       (Thomson  and Martinet 1979:135). 

Moreover, like other modals, should and ought to adjoin have to mark past time reference, 

as in: 

 19.  You ought to/should have done your assignment yesterday. 

 

Obviously, (19) refers to the past. Unlike in its epistemic use, it is have here that marks the 

modal for the past time, and not the main verb (Palmer, 1979). This rings logically since it is 

inconceivable how one can initiate obligation in the present to be executed in the past 

without marking the obligation itself in the past. In this grammatical function, a contrast  is 

maintained between should/ought to and epistemic must, a contrast that is explainable in 

terms of modal orientation. Must is a discourse-oriented modal, so it has no past obligation 

form, whereas should and ought to are subject-oriented, having past duty functions. On the 

other hand, to express necessity in the past , deontic must is replaced with the suppletive  

had to which is formally the past tense form of have to.  There is no reason to regard had to 

as the past tense of deontic must on the analogy of go/went. After all, being deontic with a 

performative sense, must needn’t have a past form. The suppletive form can replace both 

the must of obligation and the must of neutral necessity in the past and in reported speech. 

Consider; 

 20. a. I’m late. I must take a taxi. 

                  b. He said he was late and had to take a taxi. 

Consequently, in this deontic sense, there is no semantic or syntactic difference between 

must and have (got) to in the past. Incidentally, Allen (1980) notes a difference between the 

suppletive had to and the rare past form had got to. He explains that the former designates 



 

 49

actuality, but the latter may not. According to Allen, had got to has the implication “it is 

necessary, but not so inevitable that the event happened” (p.160) as may expressed by: 

               21.  We had got to make a trip to Athens anyway. 

 

However,  although both must and have to express necessity, have to is more common.. 

Must is stronger and indicates urgency or importance. Furthermore , negative have to and 

negative must exhibit different meanings. Whereas the former conveys lack of necessity, the 

latter conveys prohibition (Azar1989:76). 

  

 

 

3.2.2. Epistemic Modals 

   Many modals have overlapping deontic and epistemic functions.The basic past and non-

past epistemic modals are must, may, might, will, would, can’t, couldn’t, should/ought to, 

needn’t, daren’t. Epistemic modality is subjective, meaning that epistemic modals do not 

express objective, known reality, but the inferential judgment of the speaker as informed by 

circumstantial evidence and/ or experience ( El-Hassan 1990: 151 ). They express a degree 

of certainty.  Epistemic must expresses a stronger degree of certainty than may , might or 

could whether in present or past events.The epistemic necessity expressed by must, for 

example, is not to be taken as the realization or verification of the actuality or non-actuality of 

the proposition, but as a logical conclusion.  

  Moreover, epistemic modals can be easily identified. They are clearly established by their 

negative and past tense reference. Nevertheless, some of them have no distinct realizations. 

All epistemic modals can concatenate with have to mark past time reference, as in (4-d) 

above. Here, have marks the main verb, not the modal, for past tense. Non-past epistemic 

modals generally express judgment at the present time, i.e., the probability, certainty, etc. is 

envisaged as true at the moment of speaking. It is for this reason that they can occur with 

the progressive, habitual, and stative verbs as illustrated by (14. a-c) above. Must have, 

then, marks the main verb for past tense since it is logically possible to make judgment about 

the past. The past time reference is adduced by the fact that all epistemic modal – have 

concatenations can co-occur with a past time specifier – a condition that is impossible with 

the phasal or present perfect aspect, as in: 

 22. He must/may/might/could/can’t have met her in Cairo last week.   

Here, epistemic must have expresses a logical conclusion. The past temporal specification, 

when available, defines the time of the main verb, not the modal (Heinämäki 1978:22; 

Palmer 1979). Formally, epistemic must have parallels deontic shall/ought to have, except 

that with the latter, it is the modality that is marked for the past, not the main verb, as in (19) 

above. However, with epistemic had to meaning “it was necessary…or the only possible 
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conclusion was…”, it is the modal, not the main verb that is marked for past tense as may be 

illustrated by (23) which could mean “there wasn’t anywhere else it could have been…” 

 23.  It had to be there.  

The negative counterpart of the past had to construction in (23) is couldn’t which contrasts 

with the suppletive of impossible mustn’t have. Consider: 

 24. a. It couldn’t be there. 

                  b. It can’t have been there. 

Both (23 and 24.a) provide evidence that should  motivate us to modify the previous 

generalization, namely, that although epistemic non-past modals refer to the present time, 

and the past forms mark the main verb for past tense, there are instances – though very 

infrequent – in which the past form epistemic modal itself is marked for past time. 

   Furthermore, potential past time epistemic modality can be expressed with might/ 

mightn't/couldn’t, will have ,  as in (25. a-c): 

 25. a. For all I know, he might have done it. 

                  b. She might have been at the party. 

                  c. It couldn’t/might not have been on Friday ; it was a holiday. 

                  d. They will have been waiting for us at the airport. 

   Might have in (25. a-b) suggests that it was possible that the subject did the intended 

action. However, the epistemic past tense in (25. a) may be forced by the contextual clue for 

all I know. Otherwise, the utterance would be a reported statement which utilized modal 

back-shifting. In (25.b), there is also the possibility of ambiguity with the tentative 

hypothetical use.  The choice of the epistemic interpretation is subjective, contingent on the 

speaker’s degree of knowledge. Similarly, epistemic will have in (25.d) indicates a rather 

stronger  certainty about the pre-present event;  the speaker is almost sure that it happened 

( Azar 1989:98).. Likewise in (25.c), epistemic couldn’t/ might not have indicate past time 

despite the fact that no clear demarcation exists between negating the modal and the main 

verb (see 4 below). 

   Epistemic would/could/might are frequently attested in tentative situations with no past time 

reference, as in (26): 

 26. They would/might/could be in the office. 

However, these modals may indicate epistemic events, as in (27 a-b): 

 27. a. They would call me just as I was going to leave. 

                  b. Things/ Life could/might be difficult those days.    (Palmer 1974:139). 

Whether could and might express past tense or not depends on the possibility of interpreting 

them in terms of subject-orientation, for only subject-oriented modals could have past tense. 

Thus, they cannot indicate past permission, but they/can indicate a general possibility , as in: 

          28.   a. A drought like this could/might occur from time to time. 

                  b. We could/might repair your car and use it. 
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                  c. Dogs could/might be dangerous. 

As can be seen, (28.c) illustrates the possible past reference of existential/general 

possibility. This is conveyed by could/might by itself, independent of the past tense marker 

have.  

   Furthermore, there appears to be a parallelism between the modals of possibility could and 

could have and the modals of necessity should/ought to have. The past time reference  of 

epistemic could is expressed with could have. Their temporal relationship can be 

paraphrased as: could = (is possible and would happen), but could have = (was possible and 

would have happened). Likewise, should/ought to = (is necessary and would happen), but 

should/ought to have = (was necessary and would have happened----    Palmer, 1979). 

These modal sets contrast in that the former marks the modality as unreal whereas the 

latter marks the event as unreal or hypothetical. The unreal relationship of could and could 

have can be paraphrased respectively as “would be”, and “would have been possible” 

whereas this paraphrase is not applicable to should/ought to and should/ought to have. 

Moreover, epistemic should/ought to express expectation as in (He should/ ought to do well 

on the exam) , but the past form, e.g.( He should / ought to have done well on the exam) 

expresses non-actuality of expectation ( Azar 1989:98).    Additionally, epistemic will, shall, 

may, and can are back-shifted in reported speech to their corresponding past forms which 

are not  back-shifted further. Unlike deontic must of obligation which is reported by had to, 

epistemic must is exceptionally retained in reported speech while deontic daren’t and needn’t 

are often reported by didn’t as in (29 a-b): 

 29. a. She said she had to/ought to/didn’t dare/didn’t need leave. 

                  b. She said he must be/must have been a fool. 

 

3.3.3. Dynamic Modals 

    Dynamic modals include can, must of obligation/necessity and have to of obligation as 

well as volitional will/shall, and would,  should ,and could ,thus exhibiting function 

overlapping.   

    Dynamic can expresses various modalities, such as ability at the present or future time, or 

general/theoretical possibility in addition to requests, offers, suggestions, invitations, implied 

commands, and others. Dynamic will/shall express volition, willingness, and requests. On the 

other hand, must and have to in the sense of obligation express dynamic modality , 

particularly when followed by a dynamic (activity) verb. Illustrative examples:  

            30. a. John can run fast.                                                     (ability). 

                  b. The phone is ringing. I’ll get it.                               (volition). 

                  c. An incident like this can happen everywhere.         (general possibility). 

                  d. I can/will give you a ride if you wish.                     (willingness/volitional). 

                  e. Can you help me?                                                    (polite request). 
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                  f. You must/have to take the medicine.                       (necessity/obligation). 

Unlike can and will, dynamic must has no past form, and from among all modals, it stands 

uniquely as an exception ( Quirk et al. 1972:788). It is retained, i.e. not back-shifted in 

reported speech , as in (31): 

 31.a. “You must go, John”, said Jenkins. 

                 b.   Jenkins said that John must go.     ( Quirk et al. 1972 : 789). 

    The past tense reference of dynamic must is expressed by the suppletive had to which is 

virtually the past tense form of have to. This reference was exemplified earlier. 

   Moreover, the past forms of will and can, i.e. would and could present special issues 

because their past tense uses are associated with specific situations. Besides, they have 

several parallel uses which justify presenting them together. 

   To begin with, could, like the other modals, can concatenate with have to express a non- 

actualized opportunity in the past as in : 

 32. You could have seen the Pyramids when you were in Egypt. (but probably you 

didn’t).  

   Furthermore, except in reported speech, would, as pointed out earlier, is not the past tense 

of future will.  However,  it represents the formal back-shift of will for the purpose of 

conforming to the tense sequence rule. Nevertheless, even in this function, it has a future 

reference relative to a past point of time. The would that has past time reference (though 

rarely used) is the volitional one which indicates past characteristics or habitual past 

activities, often in narrative literary contexts. In this sense, would is synonymous with used 

to, as in (33. a-b): 

 33. a. In those days, she would have coffee in the balcony every morning 

                     b. When I was a child, I would collect butterflies. 

   Dynamic can also has could as a past tense counterpart. Yet, neither past would nor past 

could refers to an actualized, single past action in assertive contexts. This constraint 

accounts for the ungrammaticality of (34 a and c): 

 34. *a. I invited her and she would come. 

                    b.  I invited her and she wouldn’t come. 

                  *c. He ran fast and could catch the bus. 

                    d. .He ran fast and couldn’t catch the bus. 

As illustrated by (34 b, d) above, this restriction does not apply to the negative forms. 

However, in (35) could is permissible because non-actuality is implied in   

 35.  In that psychological state, she could kill. 

 Nevertheless, the  non-actuality  constraint does not apply to the positive or negative forms 

of these modals in non-assertive contexts, i.e. in interrogatives, negatives, or contexts with 

negative implications.  Illustrative examples are :  

 36. a.  How could you do such a thing? 
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                  b. My wife was out and couldn’t leave the key. 

                  c. He was clumsy. He could hardly remember what happened. 

Apparently, (36. b-c) lack actuality and exemplify utterances with negative meanings. 

In these contexts only the modal is marked for past tense. In other words, reference is made 

to the past ability/possibility, not to the present ability to do something in the past or to past 

ability/possibility to do something in the present. The former is ruled out because past events 

cannot be realized in the present whereas the latter is theoretically possible though unlikely 

since one would not normally say (37) because if the event occurred at the present time, the 

possibility would be present; consequently, the past reference would not be required. If, 

however, the event did not occur in the present, the past possibility would be senseless. 

 37. *Yesterday I could solve the problem today. 

Yet, it is likely to find a situation, for example, in which the conditions or events were due to 

happen in the past, but then changed, i.e., the possibility would have existed, but then 

vanished.    

    The preceding exposition in (34 a-d) shows  that positive dynamic would and could are not 

used in assertions if there is an implication of actuality.  Either the negative forms or the 

suppletive  phrases be willing to and be able to may replace them. Thus, (34 a and c) could 

be restated as (38. a-b) respectively. 

 38. a.  I invited her and she was willing to come. 

                  b. He ran fast and was able to catch the bus. 

Nonetheless, in valid confirmations when the second could echoes and confirms the first, it is 

preferable to use could rather than was able to. Thus, (39. a) is perfectly permissible while 

(39 b) is rather odd. 

 39. a.  She said she could make it last night and she could. 

                ?b. She said she could make it last night and she was able to. 

   An exception to the non-actuality constraint on the occurrence of the past forms would  and 

could is attested in reiterative events. Subject-oriented (volitional) will has a habitual or 

characteristic function and volitional would retains this function in the past even with the 

implication of actuality as in (32) above. Similarly, with habitual or successive actions,  

dynamic would and could may be used even if there is an implication of actuality as in: 

            40. a. Whenever  she came to Amman, she would visit us. 

                  b. They would ask all sorts of questions. 

                  c. There I could get up and sit in the balcony whenever I felt sad. 

                  d. Morning after morning, we would hear their squabble. 

     As explained in (33 a-b) above, would in ( 40 a,b.and d) is close in meaning to the 

marginal modal used to and thus they can be interchangeably used. However, they may 

contrast in that would suggests a reiterative sense whereas used to does not. For instance, 

(40 d) expresses a successive, unpleasant event, characteristic of the subject and, for that 
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matter, the modal would not normally be replaced by used to. It can, however, be replaced 

by the simple past tense of the main verb as in: 

 41. Whenever she came to Amman, she visited us. 

If would in (40 a, b and d) is accented, it will convey the subject’s insistence. Accented would 

is also exempted from the non-actuality constraint, in that it can express the actuality of a 

single action provided it is typical or characteristic of the subject. Thus, (42 a-b) are perfectly 

acceptable: 

 42. a. She would shout at me just as I was going across the office. 

                  b. He would sit there reading for hours. 

 Contrastively, inferential would displays no past tense, (too). Thus, (43.a-b) represent 

tentative and characteristic will. 

 43. a.  The book case would fit in that corner. 

                  b. Roosters would cry at early dawn. 

Would in (43 a) is tentative with no past indication, and in (43 b) it is inferential expressing a 

habit or characteristic. 

   Furthermore, the restriction of non-actuality does not apply to dynamic could and should in 

certain emotional subordinate clauses which imply actuality. In such contexts could is not 

past tense since it can be replaced by the present perfect, whereas should with such 

emotional expressions of surprise, value judgment, etc. is ambivalent; it can refer to the 

present or past time, as in (44.d): 

 44. a. I am so glad that you could finish the report.        (i.e. you have finished it). 

                  b. I am glad you should think so.                             (i.e. you have thought so). 

                  c. It is strange that he should behave like that. 

                  d. It is strange that he behave/behaved like that. 

   In conclusion, would and  could  have in addition to their modal uses other functions that 

are beyond the scope of this paper, including reported speech, tentativeness and 

hypotheticality. 

 

4. Negation of Modals 

      All English modal auxiliaries can be negated with not or contracted with n’t. However, 

contracted negative will, shall, and must undergo certain phonological alteration. Besides, 

the scope of modal negation may or may not encompass the auxiliary itself. Stated 

otherwise, a distinction is drawn between negation of modality and negation of the clause 

proposition.  Modal verbs are not negated in the same manner in all their variable uses. In 

this respect, the behaviour of the past form modals is identical with their corresponding non-

past forms. 

   As a start, future won’t and shan’t negate the modality, but non-future shan’t negates the 

proposition of the clause, as in (45. a) below (Quirk et al. 1985:90). Nevertheless, to negate 
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the modality of shall, i.e. to express refusals, promises, commands, etc, certain suppletive 

lexical forms are invited, as illustrated by (45. b): 

            45. a. You shan’t go there. 

                  b. I don’t promise/allow/guarantee that you go there. 

                  c. She won’t open the door. 

                  d. The sofa won’t fit in that corner. 

Similarly, negative might not/could not have express potential past time epistemic modality 

and negate the event as in (25.c in 3.2.2) above. With won’t, furthermore, the discrimination 

between futurity and volitional functions is not transparent since won’t can also express a 

strong refusal, or a habit or a characteristic as in (45 .c and d), respectively. It is also 

possible to substitute the lexical verb refuse for won’t in (45 .c). This substitution might reveal 

a hunch, that if this lexical substitution is possible, then the volitional rather than the futurity 

meaning is intended.  However, a caution is in order here. This lexical replacement may not 

always render semantic equivalence since other contextual, stylistic, and lexical factors may 

enter into play (Haegeman 1983:33-4). Besides, won’t covers a wider network of semantic 

functions than refuse. For example, refuse cannot replace won’t in sentences of strong 

determinate propositions, such as “I hereby won’t ask him again”, and “Don’t do it !” – “I 

won’t” (op.cit.).     

   Halliday (1970) rejects the negation of modality. To him, since modality is the judgment of 

the speaker on what he says,  all modality is positive. Nonetheless, this view is refuted by 

Palmer (1979:55) who argues that the reality of the English language suggests otherwise. 

His position is more in the line with the linguistic fact that either the modality or the 

proposition is negated. 

   Let us begin with deontic must and epistemic can't . Negative deontic mustn’t expresses a 

prohibition, but can’t is the negative of epistemic must to express a highly negative 

likelihood. Moreover, there is a link between negative obligation/necessity and negative 

permission as expressed by  mustn’t/oughtn’t/needn’t on the one hand, and can't and may 

not on the other. As explicated earlier, mustn’t  does not negate the modality, but the 

event/proposition. Stated otherwise, the negation of must does not remove the obligation or 

necessity, as in (46 a). Likewise, the negation of may affects  the main verb. The negation of 

the modality itself (possibility/permission) is attained by can’t. Besides, to express the 

impossibility of may (i.e. may not) or must (i.e. mustn’t) , can’t serves as a suppletive in 

(46.d) : 

 46. a. You mustn’t do that again.                                  (obligation/necessity) 

                  b. You needn’t do that again.                                   (absence of obligation)  

       c. You may leave now.                                              (permission) 

                  d. You can’t leave now. You must stay here.             (impossibility) 
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This semantic and syntactic substitutability indicates that, logically, negative permission and 

negative obligation are semantically similar. However, Palmer (1979:65) notes a disparity 

between refusing a permission or a possibility and imposing an obligation or compulsion in 

the negative. In the former, the speaker presumably takes a positive step to prevent the 

action for which permission may not normally be granted. Thus, laying down a duty or 

obligation on a person in the negative is not the same as giving him permission not to act. It 

is for this reason that needn’t and can’t substitute for mustn’t  to denote absence of 

obligation or impossibility, respectively. Besides, the denial of the obligation/necessity 

neutralizes orientation. It becomes no longer relevant whether the modal is subject-oriented 

or discourse-oriented. Consequently, these negative modals are in complementary 

distribution. The logical equivalence of these negative forms can be plotted as 

 may not/can’t/mustn’t → (not-possible/necessary not) 

            can’t/ needn’t/may not→ (not-necessary/possible- not) 

     In addition, as mentioned previously, negative mustn’t lacks a corresponding past modal 

form. Hadn't to is not the morphological past form of mustn't. Moreover, the negation of 

deontic must falls on the proposition while the negation of  had to affects the modality. In the 

light of these facts, there is no simple modal for expressing the notion of “necessary-not” in 

the past. Only rarely would didn’t have to or hadn’t got to yield the meaning “it was 

necessary for… not” (c.f. Palmer 1979:99) as may be illustrated by 

 47. They gave the children their Christmas presents two days before, but   

                  obviously , they didn’t have to/hadn’t got to open them until Christmas day. 

   Furthermore, the negation of the epistemic past meaning “necessary…not” and “it is not 

possible that…” can be expressed by can’t have, as in (48 a); thus, indicating the 

impossibility of the event in the past. On the other hand, the negation of epistemic marginal 

modals daren’t (originally dared not, cf. Jespersen 1940:435) and needn’t falls on the 

modality itself. The past form needn’t have implies “wasn’t necessary and wouldn’t have 

happened” (Palmer 1979). Yet, there is an orientation contrast between daren’t have and 

needn’t have. The former is subject-oriented and the latter is either subject or discourse-

oriented, contingent on whether it can substitute for the absence of the obligation that is 

designated by must or ought to. Compare( 48 b and c) below. 

           48. a. He can't have been ill yesterday. He was playing on the team. 

                 b. I daren’t have spoken before the boss yesterday. 

                 c. You needn’t have worried about this matter. I could have seen to it. 

As a subject-oriented modal, needn’t has the past tense (needn’t have), but as a discourse-

oriented modal, it does not. Hence, since (48. c) implies  “you didn’t have a duty”, not “I do 

not impose on you the duty”, it follows that needn’t have in (48 .c) represents the subject-

oriented ought to, not the discourse-oriented must.  However, it is possible for these two 
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marginal modals to mark past time in two alternative ways: with didn’t or with the same 

negative form, as in: 

 49. a. You daren’t/needn’t have blamed her when you met. 

                  b. You didn’t (dare need to) blame her when you met. 

                  c. You wanted to tell her about the accident, but you daren’t. 

 

5. Modal Functions 

   In conclusion, this paper is meant to be a humble theoretical , analytical attempt reflecting 

the  researcher's understanding of the English modals and modality based on the views and 

analyses of the different authentic sources. This complex linguistic phenomenon is 

explicated along a tertiary model, namely deontic, epistemic, and dynamic modals moving 

across the dimensions of  possibility , necessity and subject-discourse orientation and 

implicating their formal and temporal uses in declarative and negative contexts. The 

exposition focused on modal typology,modal temporal relationships and modal negation. 

  The previous exposition of the English modals and modality reveals their intricate and 

ambivalent linguistic behaviour both grammatically and notionally. They express a network of 

multifarious modalities, even with the same modal auxiliary,  contingent on the different 

discoursal contexts. Thus, they do not lend themselves to easy understanding, let aside an 

easy, straightforward analysis. Most of the functions of the major modals are  collected from  

the various authentic sources and plotted in the tables below with illustrative examples. 

These function lists are by no means exhaustive . The given examples fit well with the 

corresponding modality, and  could be contextualized at length if it were not for space 

constraints. The  overriding purpose is  to give an integrative idea about the anomalous and  

polysemous  linguistic behaviour of the English modals. 

  

Table 1: Functions of Shall and Will  

Functions Examples 
Shall 
To express: 
1. futurity (prediction) 
2. willingness/ undertaking 
3.  seeking instruction or guidance 
4. command  
5. intention 
6. promise/guarantee 
7. threat/warning 
8. insistence (strong volition) 
Will 
To express: 
1. future prediction 
2. definite/indefinite 
    futurity (intention) 
3.  conjectured future event 
4. cross-reference 

 
 
I/We shall see her tonight. 
We shall do exactly as you wish. 
Shall I do all the work? 
You shall stay here all this afternoon. 
We shall win the contest. 
You shall have an increment next month. 
He shall be punished for this. 
You shall do as I say. 
 
 
If it rains, the trip will be cancelled. 
I will see my aunt (tomorrow). 
 
He will have arrived by  tomorrow. 
This point will be discussed in chapter 4.  
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5. willingness 
6. reasonable inference  
    at present or at pre-present 
7. timeless truth 
8. promise/threat 
9. future iteration 
10. volition 
 
11. insistence 
12. persistence/insistence 
13. power 
14. Command 
15. habit/characteristic activity 
 
16. request 

He will help you if you ask him. 
That will be the postman at the door. 
He will have arrived by now. 
Wood will float on water. 
You will be rewarded/punished for this. 
This will happen several times. 
If only people will vote in sufficient numbers to 
back the government policies.           
I will do  whatever you say.. 
She will stay at home. 
This medicine will cure her. 
(Mom to Jane): Jane will go to bed now. 
She will sit in the balcony for hours  watching 
the traffic. 
Will you show me the way  to the Post Office?

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Table 2: Functions of Would 

Functions Examples 

To express: 

1. future intention in the past 

2.unfulfilled event subsequent to past point of  

orientation  

3.  future likelihood 

4. tentativeness in polite requests 

5. past habit /characteristic 

6. in reported speech 

7. unreal present/future conditional 

8. past volition (in the negative) 

9. requests 

10. offers. 

11. insistence in the past 

12. politeness (in conditional clause) 

 

13. epistemic past (with have +p.p) 

 

After we won last year, they would kill us. 

He would come with us last night but for the 

accident.   

If John came tomorrow, he would help you. 

Would you come to our party? 

Whenever he was free, he would smoke.   

 He said she would sit  there  and smoke. 

If he were here, he would help you.  

 I asked him to come and he wouldn’t. 

Would you pass the salt? 

I would do that for you. 

I told him not to do it, but he would do it.   

I would appreciate it very much, if you’d let me  

know. 

He 'd have been there about an hour ago. 
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14. epistemic future He would be there by tomorrow. 

 

Table 3: Functions of Can 

Function Example 

To express: 

1. informal permission 

2. offer 

3. rule/generalization 

 

4. invitation 

5. tentative request 

6. with private/sensational verbs 

7. implied command or instruction 

8. ability 

9. general possibility 

10. habit or characteristic activity 

11. suggestion by implication. 

12. impossibility (neg..can’t) 

 

13. informal polite request  

 

Can I leave now?  You can go tomorrow.  

I can do that for you. 

You can take a book out from the library and 

keep it for 2 weeks. 

You can come over any time. 

Can you tell me where the post office is? 

I can hear what they say. 

Oh ,you can leave me alone now, thanks  

He can swallow glass. 

A squabble like this can occur any time.  

She can be dishonest at times. 

We can install it for you if you  buy it. 

It can’t be raining in the desert now. It must  be  

sunny there. 

Can I borrow your pen? 

 

 

 

Table 4: Functions of Could     

Function Example 

To express: 

1. permission 

 

2. request 

3. offer 

4. rule/generalization in the past 

5. tentative invitation 

6. past time with private sensational verbs 

7. ability in the past 

8. tentative present ability 

9. past possibility (with have +p.p.)  

10. tentative future possibility 

11. general possibility 

12. suggestion 

 

 You could reach me at home.  She could 

come with us. 

Could I use your telephone? 

I could do this for you. 

Last year, one could  swim here free. 

Could you come to the party? 

She could hear the noise last night. 

When I was young, I could run the mile. 

I am glad that you could make it. 

He could have met her in London last year. 

We could take this as a criterion. 

A situation like this could happen daily.  

You could call me tomorrow. There might be  
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13. blame  for past action (with have +p.p.)  

14. in reported speech 

15. future unreality 

16. past unreality (with have +p.p.) 

 

17. past characteristic 

18. reiteration in the past 

19. possibility (some certainty) 

something for you. 

You could have done this last night. 

He said he could lift heavy weights. 

If he got up early, he could arrive in time. 

If he had gotten up early, he could have 

arrived in  time yesterday. 

She could be awful when she was a 

teenager. 

There I could take a bath whenever I 

wanted. 

Where is Mary? -- She could be in the office. 

 

Table 5: Functions of May 

Functions Examples 
To express: 
1. Future possibility. 
2. present possibility 
3. permission 
4. progressive poss. at present 
5. request 
6. generalization 
7. general possibility 
8. habitual/future reiteration activity 
9. past epistemic possibility 
10. concessive epistemic meaning.   
 

 
It may rain tomorrow. 
John may be in his office now. 
You may use my car if you want. 
It may be raining in Siberia now. 
May I use your telephone? 
A squabble like this may occur in any home. 
We may take this as our starting point. 
He may take a taxi everyday if he gets a job 
there 
You may have met her at the conference. 
 Anthow,whatever   John may say is 
acceptable. 

 

Table 6: Functions of Might 

Functions Examples 

To express: 

1. tentative future possibility. 

2. past. poss. (with have +p.p) 

3. generalization. 

4. general possibility. 

5. Asking for permission (in questions). 

6. request. (rare). 

7. blame for past action (with have +p.p.) 

8. in reported speech 

9. present./future unreality. 

10. past unreality (with have +p.p.) 

11. suggestion. 

 

He might come tomorrow. 

He might have met her there. 

A situation like this might happen. 

We might take these as our criteria. 

Might I come in? 

Might I use your pen? 

You might have told me about that. 

He said it might rain tomorrow. 

She might be angry if she saw you here. 

She might have been angry if she had seen 

you here. 
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12. future epistemic possibility. 

13. tentativeness. 

 

You might let me know about it. 

He might be going in march. 

(in all the present and future uses). 

 

Table 7: Functions of Must/ Have  (got) to 

Function Examples 

To express: 

1. present obligation. 

2. future obligation (internal) 

3. Strong dynamic necessity. 

4. habitual/characteristic activity in the future. 

 

 

5. past (epistemic) logical  conclusion (with must) 

 

6. present (epistemic) logical conclusion (with 

must) 

 

7. urge/necessity 

8. request/invitation (with must) 

9. logical judgment at pre-present   (with  must) 

10. external obligation (with have (got) to 

11. prohibition (neg. mustn’t) 

 

 

I must stay here. The doctor’s got to operate on 

her. 

We must do something about it. 

I must have a visa to France. I’ve got to be there. 

He must cycle to his work everyday.  

If you’ve gone to Egypt, you’ve got to know  many 

jokes. 

When you called, he must have been still out of  

town. 

If he said that, he must be a fool. 

You must find it difficult living alone. 

You must go see the doctor. 

You must say what you want for a present. 

He must have arrived by now. 

You have (got) to come early tomorrow. 

You mustn’t open the door. 

 

 

 

 

Table 8: Functions of Should/Ought to 

Functions Examples 

To express: 

1. present   obligation. 

2. future  obligation. 

3. past obligation (with have+p.p) 

4. dynamic necessity/advisability. 

5. urge/necessity. 

6. invitation/request. 

7. value judgment at present/past. 

8. past (epistemic) conclusion (with have+p.p) 

9. demand/requirement. 

10. in reported speech. 

11. likelihood/diffidence. 

 

I should//ought to study now. 

He should/ought to ask his father’s permission 

first. 

They should have done their assignments. . 

He should go see the doctor. 

You should take the medicine. 

You should come to our party. 

It is strange that he should behave/behaved like 

this. 

He should have met her in Paris last month. 

I demand that she should finish the report today. 
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12. Non-actuality. 

 

He said he should come tomorrow. 

You should be meeting them later this afternoon.   

 If you should see him, please tell him about the  

meeting. 

He should/ought to be there, butt he isn’t. 
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  املوقفية املساعدة في اللغة اإلنجليزية*داللي لألفعال  –تحليل نحوي 
 حسين عبد الفتاح

  ملخص

إن عقدية األفعال الموقفية المساعدة في . الموقفية تعني هنا موقف  المتكلم  مما يقول، أو حكمه عليه أودرجة تقديره لصدق ما يقول

  .زية، و تنوع استعماالتها يشكل تحديًا جادًا لمستخدميها لغة اجنبيةاللغة اإلنجلي

وقد عرضت تصنيفًا دالليًا ثالثي . هدفت هذه المقالة إلى وصف وتحليل هذه األفعال تحليًال نحويًا ودالليًا ومن خالل أمثلة توضيحية

ة والحركية الدينامية والتي بدورها تتقاطع مع فطبي الموقفية األبعاد مشتقًا من البحث اللغوي الرصين، ويشمل األفعال الملزمة، والظني

وقد خلصت المقالة إلى رصد قوائم مفصلة لوظائف هذه األفعال ودالالتها مع أمثلة توضيحية، بهدف . الضرورة و األحتمال: الرئيسيين

  .دة والمتقاطعة والمتشابكة لهذه  األفعالرفع سوية معرفة مستعملي اللغة اإلنجليزية من غير الناطقين بها باالستعماالت العدي

  .المشروطيه االفعال الموقفيه المساعده، الموقفيه، ،االفعال االنجليزيه المساعده :الكلمات المفتاحية

إن استخدام مصطلح الموقفية  الذى تبنيتة هنا هو .  modal/modalityال يوجد مصطلح مقابل في اللغة العربية لمصطلح  * 

  .ويترجمها قاموس المورد بالمشروطية، ) 1990(دها الدكتور شاهر الحسن ترجمة اجته
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