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English Modality. In Honour of Frank Palmer. Linguistic Insights, volume 
111. Bern: Peter Lang.

Reviewed by Paul Pauwels (Lessius University College/K.U.Leuven)

This collective volume contains 14 contributions on modality, some of which 
were presented at the 3rd international Conference on Modality in English held 
in Thessaloniki in 2007. Although the volume is dedicated to Frank Palmer, thus 
taking “modality […] as a broad, notional area that may involve various kinds 
of linguistic expressions” (o.c. 19), Palmer’s work is not the starting point of the 
individual contributions, some of which do not refer to his work at all. His bibli-
ography spanning more than 5 decades (1955 to the present) starts off the volume, 
followed by a short preface which introduces the three sections: ‘the semantics-
pragmatics interface’, ‘the syntax-semantics interface’, and ‘focus on modal verbs’. 
Most contributions (nine in all) are corpus based or make use of corpus materials; 
the others use invented examples or examples from previous work. Almost all the 
contributions can be situated within the cognitive linguistic paradigm, with one 
notable exception, Salles, who uses a Chomskyan framework in her analysis of the 
use of infinitival complement structures in Brazilian Portuguese.

In the first contribution, Juana I. Marin-Arrese compares the use of modality 
in speeches by Gordon Brown and Tony Blair. The corpus consists of two speeches 
by each politician — a political speech and a parliamentary statement. The method 
is quantitative, classifying the use of modality on two dimensions: effective vs epis-
temic, and subjective vs intersubjective. In the discussion of the first dimension, 
Arrese makes use of different classifications by other authors (Langacker 1991, 
1993, 2007, Van der Auwera and Plungian 1998, Traugott and Dasher 2002, and 
Palmer 2001) which does not always clarify the issue. The corpus data show a 
difference in frequency in the use of effective and epistemic modality. The differ-
ences seem to relate especially to the specific speeches (epistemic modality is very 
frequent in Blair’s parliamentary statement, effective modality especially occurs in 
Brown’s political speech). The corpus, however, is surely too limited to conclude, 
as does Arrese, that this is a characteristic of Brown’s or Blair’s “interpersonal 
strategies of argumentation” (o.c. 40). The data on the subjective vs intersubjective 
dimension seem to indicate that both speakers prefer structures that are noncom-
mittal. An analysis including the context and the contents of the speeches, and 
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looking at other parameters such as the strength of modality, would undoubtedly 
have done more justice to the material.

In her brief contribution, Roberta Facchinetti elaborates on the subjectivity 
dimension, and demonstrates that both subjectivity and intersubjectivity are per-
vasive in the epistemic and the deontic domain. Although she classifies subjectiv-
ity as a ‘semantic’ dimension and intersubjectivity as a ‘pragmatic’ dimension, she 
finds support in Halliday (1970: 331) to conclude that both dimensions are inter-
twined — from a cognitive linguistics perspective this is a view which has already 
been conclusively argued by Langacker (1987: 154ff).

In the third contribution, Anna Wärnsby suggests that a number of factors as-
sociated with modality can be reinterpreted in terms of controllability. Controlla-
bility of the event by the agent, in her view, is the key dimension of differentiating 
between deontic (+ control) and epistemic (- control) interpretations. The influ-
ence of the nature of the subject (+/- person; +/- definite), the nature of the state 
of affairs which is modalized (static vs dynamic) and the time reference can all 
be explained in terms of control. Wärnsby’s discussion of the control-dimension 
is insightful, but the way in which she relates it to the nature of the state of affairs 
is not without problems. Dik (1978) considers control to be one of the major di-
mensions in his functional typology of states of affairs. In his view, however, the 
dimension +/- control does not coalesce with the dimension +/- dynamic, but 
rather interacts with it to create four types of states of affairs: states, processes, 
positions and actions. When Wärnsby (o.c. 81) contrasts “You must hate” with 
“You must leave” to demonstrate that the static verb triggers an epistemic reading 
of the modal, and the dynamic one triggers a deontic reading, she appears to be 
overlooking combinations like “You must believe” (stative and controlled), where 
both readings are possible, depending on the context. I suspect that the dimension 
of boundedness — which Wärnsby also introduces and discusses at this stage — 
provides a more adequate explanation. It does not only (o.c.82–83) explain why 
the perfect aspect makes epistemic readings possible, but also why progressive 
uses do so (p. 86) — in a Langackerian analysis the perfective and progressive aux-
iliary operate as the grounding predication (1991: 200ff), and the verbs ‘have’ and 
‘be’ are unbounded predicates.

Leo Hoye’s paper complements Wärnsby’s in several respects. In his view, mo-
dality should be studied in context because the context will disambiguate and pro-
vide clear signals as to the interpretation of the modal structure. Using data from 
mainly the BNC, he demonstrates how epistemic uses of modals fit into a larger 
system of expressions of likelihood, which is more nuanced than the traditional 
three-part classification necessity, probability and possibility. He demonstrates 
that stronger epistemic claims are usually substantiated by evidential structures, 
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and that, therefore, the two systems of epistemicity and evidentiality are not in 
competition.

Degani et al. investigate and describe the working of specific modal structures 
of the shape ‘you+central modal+see/know that’ where the combination of direct 
address of the audience with a modalized mental process verb — also ‘see’ is used 
in a non-physical perception sense, since the object of seeing in such uses is not 
a physical entity, but a fact — results in an indirect speech act. They describe the 
frequency of the different patterns in the BNC and ANC, and discuss the way the 
different patterns work. Such collocations mostly function as attention-drawing 
structures in expository writing or speech, while moving the speaker off-scene.

All four contributions in the second section use a contrastive approach. The 
first paper, by Heloisa Lima-Salles, focuses on the development of para/for-infin-
itives in Brazilian Portuguese (as distinct from European Portuguese), and finds 
that the emerging distribution of complementation patterns is similar to that in 
English, with declarative matrix verbs taking a finite that-clause, and requestive 
matrix verbs taking an infinitival complement. She describes the difference be-
tween the complements in terms of realis/irrealis, and, from a Chomskyan per-
spective, provides an analysis of these cases which is very close to Langacker’s 
analysis of complementation (1991: 438ff).

The next two contributions focus on conditional structures. In a well argued 
and insightful contribution, Lotte Hogeweg discusses the contribution of the past 
tense to counterfactual conditionals. She uses diachronic and comparative evi-
dence and elaborates on hypotheses by Dahl (1997) and Ziegler (2000) that the 
association between past and counterfactual is the consequence of an implicated 
contrast between past and present/actual. In specific constructions and contexts, 
the implied meaning has gained primacy, and the primary meaning of pastness 
has been lost. For Hogeweg, the key element in conditionals which give rise to 
the counterfactual interpretation is their predictive aspect: it is because the past is 
impossible to predict that the hearer deduces that the pastness is irrelevant, and 
that the tense marks an alternative to the present. It is this shift which, ultimately, 
results in the use of past perfect to indicate past counterfactuals.

Jo Willmott discusses the conditional paradigm comparing English and classi-
cal Greek. She starts by distinguishing 6 subtypes by combining the open vs hypo-
thetical (or real vs unreal) dimension with the dimension of time reference (past, 
present, future) — but at the same time states that she does not want to prejudge 
the issue since her aim is a characterization of the two types. Her method is first 
to look at the antecedent (if-clause) to see if there is a distinct use of tense, and 
then look at the consequent (main clause) with the same purpose. She finds no 
distinctive marking of the different types in the antecedent, and argues that the 
‘locus’ of the modality is situated in the consequent, which either asserts (open) 
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or expresses irrealis (hypothetical). Because of her formalist approach, Willmott 
includes in her discussion combinations which are traditionally not considered as 
conditionals like ‘If it rained yesterday, they got wet’ and ‘If it is Wednesday, then 
I’m in Beijing’ (her example of present time reference), which are examples of de-
duction, and this seems to skew her perspective.

Zamorano-Mansilla and Carretero discuss the expression of deduction with 
past time reference, using English and Spanish corpus evidence. They situate de-
duction on the overlap between epistemic and evidential uses invoking both com-
mitment to the truth and the presence of evidence. They focus on pinpointing the 
locus of pastness (which is either on the modal or on the infinitive). For English, 
the corpus data show that ‘must’ combines with a perfective infinitive more of-
ten than the other deductive modals ‘cannot’ and ‘have to’, probably because of 
its morphological limitations. Still, they argue that ‘must’ + present infinitive can 
also be used to express pastness, and attribute this to the diachronic pastness of 
the form ‘must’. Looking at the examples, though, it is clear that they are all from 
novels (which the authors themselves remark), and that they should be considered 
as cases of the so-called historic present (which they do not see). In comparing the 
English and Spanish data, they first introduce and then reject the hypothesis that 
the perfective infinitive could have a specific meaning beyond expressing pastness. 
In this discussion and in their discussion of the distribution of the different struc-
tures (past modal + infinitive vs present modal + perfective infinitive) they seem 
to operate on the basis that the simple past vs present perfect distinction should 
also operate on the non-finite level.

The remaining five contributions all focus on specific modal verbs. Ferdinand 
De Haan presents what he calls a bottom-up analysis of non-deontic uses of ‘must’. 
Rather than focus on the question whether such uses are evidential or epistemic, 
he prefers to chart different uses and compare them to related modal structures in 
English (be bound to, will) and Dutch (moeten). After a necessarily brief survey of 
previous analyses of epistemic and evidential uses of ‘must’, he then embarks on a 
corpus based (Brown and Switchboard corpora of American English) description. 
It appears that ‘must’ frequently occurs in contexts where evidence is presented, or 
where it is obvious from the context. De Haan argues that ‘must’ then has an evalu-
ative meaning and does not really indicate a ‘level of confidence’. Looking at Dutch 
‘moeten’, De Haan finds examples where the verb is used to assert rather than as-
sess evidence, which can be paraphrased using ‘schijnen’ (seem). The impossibility 
of paraphrasing the English uses in the same way is taken to point to a different, 
non-assertive, meaning. A comparison with ‘bound to’ seems to imply that this 
verb is epistemic, while ‘must’ “focuses on the presence of evidence” (o.c. 279). A 
comparison with ‘will’ shows that both verbs occur in a context of evidence. Still, 
De Haan prefers to label ‘will’ as predictive. The question one is left with at the end 
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of this analysis is whether the examples show all: De Haan uses corpus examples, 
but does not provide frequencies, so that it is not clear to what extent ‘must’ always 
combines with evidence.

Ilse Depraetere focuses more narrowly on a specific structure — ‘could’ + per-
fect infinitive — and establishes a link between counterfactuality and the scope 
of the perfective ‘have’. When ‘have’ is external and has scope over the modal, the 
structure is counterfactual, when it is internal with scope over the infinitive, it is an 
anteriority marker. While ‘could have + -ing’ is used to express counterfactuality 
with different modal meanings and time references (present and past permission, 
ability and possibility), it does not express permission and ability with anterior 
reference — which is logical since one cannot express permission and ability with 
respect to something that has already taken place. The combination does express 
factual possibility, and Depraetere devotes the remainder of the paper arguing that 
in some of these uses the time reference of modal and complement coalesce, i.e. 
they both refer to the same past moment. She remarks that such examples often 
occur in questions or clefts, and that such uses are presuppositional. She suggests 
that the meaning of ‘have’ “emphasizes the very idea of a situation being conceiv-
able at all” (o.c. 302), contrasting these uses without ‘have’ uses where “actual-
ization is at least much more strongly implied” (o.c. 300). Indeed, it seems that 
the frequent use of ‘could’ as a so-called modal past has resulted in suppletion by 
‘could have’, so that this is no longer considered as anterior in comparison.

Evangelia Manika uses a cognitive framework to discuss the differences is 
conceptualization between related modals in English and Greek. The mismatch 
obviously results in problems of overgeneralization for Greek learners of English. 
Although Manika demonstrates the usefulness of the contrastive perspective, her 
conclusion, viz. that translation tasks from Greek to English are the most effective 
communicative teaching tool may be somewhat exaggerated. Although the tasks 
she suggests seem useful, other types of communicative practice like dialogues can 
be equally efficient.

In his contribution, Philippe Bourdin discusses the difference between voli-
tional and deontic uses of ‘want’ in combination with a second person subject 
‘you’. He provides a finegrained analysis of the combination in different contexts 
and distinguishes several factors favouring different interpretations. Bourdin’s at-
tempt to, as he puts it, “move away from disembodied and under-contextualized 
examples and attempt to identify the specific factors, in all their open-ended vari-
ability” (o.c. 354) constitutes the strength of his paper.

The final contribution, by Daniel Van Olmen and Tania Mortelmans provides 
an analysis of the borderline modal structure ‘going to’ in comparison to Dutch 
‘gaan’, in uses with future reference. The focus is on grammaticalization and the 
degree of subjectification. They conclude that there is a cline running from least 
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subjectified movement uses, over inchoatives, intentionals and imminence uses 
to, (ultimately, also confident) predictive, and show how the English and Dutch 
structures express different sections of the cline, with English tending towards 
subjectification.

In sum, it can be said that this collection contains a wealth of insightful analy-
ses of modal structures, from different perspectives. As it often happens in con-
ference proceedings, the editors have provided a minimal structure, leaving a lot 
of freedom to the contributors. This means that the same or similar themes pop 
up in different contributions (like intersubjectivity, or the combination of ‘you + 
modal’ or counterfactuality), but that there is no interaction between the different 
contributions. A more elaborate introduction or section introductions by the edi-
tors would not have gone amiss.
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