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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 

 
2.1 General Classification of Modality  

In Section 2.1, we will look at previous studies of the classification of modality 

for English (Cook 1978, Palmer 2001, Hoye 1997) and cross-linguistic data (Bybee & 

Fleischman 1995, Bybee, Perkins & Pagliuca 1994). Some researchers present a 

twofold classification (i.e., epistemic versus root/deontic) while others prefer a 

threefold classification from the point of view of “orientation” (i.e., agent-oriented, 

speaker-oriented and epistemic). Furthermore, Palmer (2001) suggests that the 

classification of modality should be based on the distinction between proposition and 

event, and thus a fourfold classification is obtained under this major distinction.  

 

2.1.1 Twofold Classification—Cook (1978)  

Cook considers that English modal auxiliaries are classified into epistemic and 

root modals according to their meanings and the syntactic structures they are placed in. 

In terms of semantic content, he maintains that epistemic modals modify a sentence 

with respect to possibility and necessity, and they are related to the truth value of that 

sentence, whereas root modals associate an agent to an activity, and they are related to 

permission, obligation and ability. In terms of syntactic structures, an epistemic modal 

verb is a one-place, intransitive predicate with a sentence as its subject. On the other 

hand, a root modal verb is a two-place transitive predicate with an agent as subject 

and an action sentence as its direct object. The syntactic structure of epistemic modal 

and root modal verbs is presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Syntactic structure of epistemic and root modals 

In the first place, Cook’s examination of English modals aims to provide students 

of English as a foreign language with a better understanding of the ambiguous modal 

auxiliaries. Yet, his clear-cut twofold classification not only offers an insightful 

argument for the nature of modality but also initiates a first look into the grammatical 

differences between epistemic and root modals. It is suggested that although the 

different meanings of a single modal are surfaced exactly the same in sentence 

structures, there are clues to determine which modal meaning should be taken in the 

different kinds of sentences to which the modal is attached. Cook (1978) concludes 

that epistemic modals are compatible with any type of verb, any type of subject, and 

any verb inflection. However, root modals only occur with action verbs, agentive 

(either animate or non-animate) subjects, and verbs in active and non-progressive 

form. Inspired by Cook (1978) and following Hsin (2000) and Chang (2008), in 

Chapter 4 this thesis will also look at the different syntactic structures in which the 

modal verb can be interpreted as epistemic or root modal to see how the ambiguity of 

polysemous modal verbs is resolved. This is exactly the third purpose mentioned in 

Section 1.3.  
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2.1.2 Threefold Classification—Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca (1994) 

In addition to presenting a threefold classification of modality, Bybee, Perkins 

and Pagliuca (1994) further intend to establish the major path for the notion of mood 

and modality diachronically, because they consider that mood is best seen as a set of 

diachronically-related functions and that a study of these diachronic relations can help 

in reaching a real understanding of modality. They also recognize that Lyons’s 1977 

discussion of modality in terms of the speaker’s attitude and opinion is insufficient to 

account for the notion of modality.  

To begin with, three types of modality are provided as the base for the diachronic 

development path of modality. First, agent-oriented modality exhibits “the existence 

of internal and external conditions on an agent with respect to the completion of the 

action expressed in the main predicate” (Bybee et al. 1994: 177), and the semantically 

specific notions in agent-oriented modality include obligation, necessity, ability, 

desire, and willingness. Second, speaker-oriented modality is taken to include the 

speech acts of directives, such as commands, requests, and warnings. 

Speaker-oriented modality does not report the existence of conditions on the agent, 

but allows the speaker to impose such conditions on the addressee. Yet, in their 

discussion, the speech act of granting permission is found in both agent-oriented and 

speaker-oriented modalities, and thus the distinction remains vague. The third type of 

modality is epistemic modality. Just as in the traditional definition, they also define 

epistemic modality as the extent to which speakers are committed to the truth of a 

proposition, and hence this is an undisputable modal type.  

As for the diachronic development of modalities, their data reveal a strong 

cross-linguistic pattern of overlap among the various uses of ability, root possibility, 

permission, and epistemic possibility. Figure 2 shows the diachronic development as 

described by Bybee et al. (1994: 199). First, mental ability and physical ability 
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develop into general ability. Then the generalization from ability to root possibility 

can be seen as the loss of a specific component of the meaning. In addition, a root 

possibility sense would automatically include the sense of social permission, so 

permission is derived at this point. Finally, a lexical item expressing root possibility 

can undergo further development when it is then used to express epistemic possibility.  

 

 

Figure 2. A path to epistemic possibility  

 

2.1.3 Fourfold Classification—Palmer (2001) 

Palmer (2001) maintains that it has been gradually recognized that modality is a 

valid cross-language grammatical category and can be studied in terms of typological 

linguistics. In Palmer’s point of view, modality is a category closely associated with 

tense and aspect. These three categories (modality, tense and aspect) are concerned 

with the event or situation reported by the utterance, and to be more specific, 

“modality is concerned with the status of the proposition that describes the event” 

(Palmer 2001: 1). Most important of all, a basic distinction must be made between 

“propositional modality” and “event modality.” See the following pairs of examples: 

Kate may be at home now. 
Kate must be at home now. 
Kate may come in now. 
Kate must come in now.           

(Palmer 2001: 7) 

This distinction is generally made in terms of epistemic and deontic modality and the 

two types of modality can be paraphrased by using the two logical notions 

ability root possibility epistemic possibility 

permission 
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“possibility” and “necessity.” 

  
It is possible (possibly the case) that Kate is at home now. 

 It is necessarily the case that Kate is at home now. 
 It is possible for Kate to come in now. 
 It is necessary for Kate to come in now.            

(Palmer 2001: 7) 

The first pair is concerned with the speaker’s judgment of the proposition (i.e., Kate is 

home), while the second is about the speaker’s attitude toward a potential future event 

(i.e., Kate comes in). Therefore, the first pair is considered to be an example of 

“propositional modality,” whereas the second is an example of “event modality.” 

After the basic distinction between propositional modality and event modality is 

established, Palmer presents a further categorization under this distinction. Epistemic 

and evidential systems are the two main types of propositional modality. Both of them 

are concerned with “the speaker’s attitude to the truth-value or factual status of the 

proposition” (Palmer 2001: 24), which is why they are described as “propositional 

modality.” The difference between epistemic and evidential modality is that the 

former deals with the speaker’s judgment about the factual status of the proposition, 

while the latter deals with the indication of the evidence that the speaker has for the 

factual status of the proposition. On the other hand, deontic and dynamic systems are 

the two main types of event modality, which refers to “events that are not actualized, 

events that have not taken place but are merely potential” (Palmer 2001: 70), and that 

is why they are described as “event modality.” The difference between deontic and 

dynamic modality primarily lies in the different source of conditioning factors. The 

conditioning factors are external in deontic modality while the conditioning factors 

are internal in dynamic modality. Hence, deontic modality is associated with 

obligation or permission, obligation and commission in relation to an external 

authority, whereas dynamic modality relates to ability and willingness, which come 
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from the subject of the action sentence.  

 

2.1.4 Some Remarks on General Classification of Modality 

So far, we have seen three major ways to classify modality types, including a 

twofold, threefold and fourfold categorization. Owing to differences in linguistic data 

and methods of interpretation, a variety of opinions has risen in studies as Cook 

(1978), Bybee et al. (1994) and Palmer (2001) concerning the investigation of 

modality. It is clear that their classifications (twofold, threefold, or fourfold) may not 

be exactly suitable for the system of the Chinese modal verbs. Yet, what we can take 

advantage of from these significant studies is to grasp the general and universal 

notions involved in the discussion of modality such as the undisputable notion of 

“epistemic modality.” Since some researchers prefer that dynamic modality can be 

subsumed under the general term of deontic/root modality (volition and ability), while 

others insist on holding a clear-cut distinction between deontic and dynamic modality, 

we must be very careful to decide whether it is necessary to retain the distinction 

between deontic and dynamic modality in the Chinese modal verbs.   

 

2.2 Classification of Chinese modality 

The study of Chinese modality is mainly divided into two fields. Some 

researchers focus on the semantic definition for modality types, while others try to 

define modality in terms of grammatical category. Aspects of both fields are 

significant and beneficial for our analysis of polysemous modal verbs, so they will be 

introduced in this section. Section 2.2.1 is concerned with semantic classification and 

Section 2.2.2 is concerned with syntactic classification. And finally Section 2.2.3 

presents concluding remarks on the previous research on the classification of the 

Chinese modality system.  
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2.2.1 Semantic Classification 

2.2.1.1 Huang Yu-Chun (1999) 

In her thesis, Huang looks into the meanings of modal verbs in Mandarin 

Chinese thoroughly. The modal verbs she included in her study are ying1gai1 應該, 

ke3yi3 可以, yao4 要, neng2 能, hui4 會, xiang3 想, which are grouped into five 

major types of modality: epistemic, deontic, capacity, generic and volition. As the 

following table shows (Table 3): 

Epistemic hui4, ying1gai1 

authority neng2, ke3yi3 personal  

promise yao4, hui4, ke3yi3 Deontic 

social yao4, ying1gai1 

ability hui4, neng2 

circumstance neng2, ke3yi3 Capacity 

capability neng2, ke3yi3 

Generic hui4, neng2 

Volition yao4, xiang3 

Table 3. Summary of Huang’s classification of modal verbs (Huang 1999) 

Based on Hofmann’s (1993) classification for English modal verbs (capacity, 

generic, deontic, and epistemic), Huang’s version has an additional modality 

type—volition, which she considers indispensable in the categorization of Chinese 

modal verbs. Huang’s epistemic, deontic, and generic are parallel to Hofmann’s 

version with only one difference in the definition of capacity. Huang divides capacity 

into three subtypes: 1) ability denotes mental or physical ability of somebody or 

something, 2) circumstance denotes the enabling conditions under certain 

circumstances, and 3) capability denotes non-human ability. As a whole, the five 

major types of modality are further grouped into a threefold classification in terms of 

orientation: 1) epistemic modality is logical-oriented, 2) deontic modality is 

discourse-oriented, and finally 3) capacity, generic and volition are subject-oriented.  
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There are only six modal verbs in Huang’s discussion; however, the number of 

Chinese modal verbs is more than six, and Huang has dismissed a lot more. It is also 

found that five of Huang’s modal verbs (ying1gai1 應該, ke3yi3 可以, yao4 要, 

neng2 能, hui4 會) exhibit the phenomenon of polysemy, but she does not discuss 

the interrelationship between the different senses of polysemy in her thesis because 

the purpose of her study is to find the principle underlying adjacent use of different 

modal verbs for learners of Chinese as a foreign language. 

 

2.2.1.2 Hsieh Chia-Ling (2002, 2005, 2006) 

Hsieh’s criteria for the categorization of Chinese modality are based on the type 

of speakers’ opinion or attitude and the source of opinion or attitude. Her discussion is 

not limited to modal verbs but covers all linguistic manipulations expressing modal 

meanings, including main verbs, auxiliaries, and adverbs. The most important 

proposal of Hsieh’s discussion is that modal expressions should be distinguished 

between those with “the source of opinion or attitude” as part of their semantic 

content and those without. Four types of Chinese modality are established: epistemic, 

deontic, dynamic and evaluative, and the relationship between these four types of 

modalities and “the source of opinion/attitude” are summarized in the following table:  

Type of modality Example Orientation Source 

 ke3neng2 ‘may’ speaker ＋ 
Epistemic  cai1ce1 ‘guess’ subject － 

 de2yi3 ‘can’ speaker/situation ＋ 
Deontic  yun3xu3 ‘allow’ subject － 

 xiang3 ‘would like’ subject － 
Dynamic  xi1wang4 ‘hope’ subject － 

 xing4kui1 ‘fortunately’ speaker ＋ 
Evaluative  qing4xing4 ‘gratified’ subject － 

Table 4. Summary of Hsieh’s classification of Chinese modality (Hsieh 2005) 
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Take epistemic modal expressions for example. Hsieh maintains that Chinese 

epistemic modal expressions include those traditionally seen as modal auxiliaries such 

as ke3neng3 可能 and ying1gai1 應該, and modal adverbs like da4gai4 大概 and 

yi2ding4 一定. In spite of the difference in parts of speech, these expressions all 

contain the semantic “source” of epistemic modality, which expresses the speaker’s 

opinion or attitude. To be more specific, the meaning encoded in the modal auxiliary 

ke3neng2 ‘may’ in (2a) corresponds to the meaning encoded in wo3 cai1ce4 ‘I guess’ 

in (2b), where wo3 ‘I’ refers to the speaker of the utterance. As a result, in the above 

table, cai1ce4 is marked with minus source, whereas ke3neng2 is marked with plus 

source. 

(2) a. 他可能辭職了 
ta1 ke3neng2 ci2zhi2 le 

   he may   resign ASP 
   ‘He may have resigned.’ 
  b. 我猜測他辭職了 

wo3 cai1ce4  ta1  ci2zhi2 le 
   I guess  he  resign  ASP 
   ‘I guess that he has resigned.’                  

(Hsieh 2005:40) 

Thus, in (2b) it is inferred that the main verb cai1ce4 ‘guess’ expresses the semantic 

content of epistemic modality (i.e., the type of opinion or attitude) and the required 

subject wo3 ‘I’ functions as the source of the opinion or attitude. This suggests that 

ke3neng2 in (2a) not only conveys the type of opinion or attitude (epistemic modality) 

but also implies that such opinion or attitude is held by the speaker of the utterance. 

As a result, the expression of ke3neng2 involves the source of opinion or attitude and 

the source is speaker-oriented, without the need for there to be an obligatory subject in 

the sentence. In contrast, the expression of cai1ce4 ‘guess’ does not involve the 

source of an opinion or attitude and thus an obligatory subject has to be given as the 

source of the opinion or attitude. This is also why cai1ce4 ‘guess’ is subject-oriented.  
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2.2.2 Syntactic Classification 

2.2.2.1 Tang & Tang (1997) 

Tang & Tang suggest that modality refers to the speaker’s judgment about the 

viewpoint or mental attitude toward the propositional content of a sentence, including 

alethic, epistemic, boulomaic, deontic, evaluative, possibility, probability and 

necessity. In Mandarin Chinese, there are three kinds of modal expressions: 1) modal 

particles, which appear at the end of a sentence such as de 的, li 哩, ne 呢, a 啊, 2) 

modal adverbs, which appear sentence-initially or between subject and predicate such 

as huo4xu3 或許, da4gai4 大概, yi2ding4 一定, hao3xiang4 好像, 3) modal verbs 

and modal adjectives, which appear before verb phrases or adjective phrases such as 

bi4xu1 必須, ying1gai1 應該, hui4 會, ken3 肯, ke3neng2 可能. It is considered 

that these modal words are function words due to their peculiar syntactic 

characteristics.  

 

2.2.2.2 Tang Ting-Chi (2000) 

Modal particles are not difficult to distinguish from modal adverbs and modal 

verbs/adjectives. However, the syntactic distinction between modal adverbs and 

modal verbs/adjectives is less easy to detect since both of them can appear before the 

predicate. For instance, both ken3 ‘be willing’ 肯 and yi2ding4 ‘certainly’ 一定 can 

appear before the predicate chu1xi2 ‘attend’ 出席 in (3a) and (3b).  

(3) a.  他肯出席這個會議 
ta1 ken3 chu1xi2 zhe4  ge hui4yi4 
he willing attend this  CL meeting 
‘He is willing to attend this meeting.’ 

b. 他一定出席這個會議 
ta1 yi2ding4 chu1xi2 zhe4  ge hui4yi4 
he certainly attend this  CL meeting 
‘It is certain that he will attend this meeting.’ 
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Accordingly, Tang proposes seven syntactic characteristics to distinguish modal 

verbs/adjectives from modal adverbs, three of which are typical properties of Chinese 

verbs (they can stand alone as a short reply, they can be negated, and they can form an 

A-not-A question). The other four characteristics of modal verbs/adjectives are 1) they 

can be the information focus of a cleft sentence, so they can appear after shi4 是, 2) 

when being the predicate they can be nominalized in the form of shi4…de 是…的, 3) 

they can be modified by degree adverbs and appear in comparatives, and 4) they are 

allowed to be used adjacently.  

 Tang (2000) has thus set significant criteria to distinguish modal adverbs and 

modal verbs/adjectives, and these syntactic principles will be applied to examine the 

eleven modal verbs included in this study. It is found that both the six 

non-polysemous and five polysemous modal verbs under scrutiny all conform to the 

syntactic characteristics set by Tang (2000).  

 

2.2.2.3 Lin & Tang (1995) 

Lin and Tang (1995) suggest that modal verbs in Chinese should be divided into 

two different kinds of verbs (raising and control verbs) and that these modal verbs can 

correspond to a particular modality type. Hence, epistemic modal verbs are raising 

verbs (including ke3neng2, hui4, ying1gai1, and yao4). However, not all deontic 

modal verbs are control verbs, so Tang & Tang (1995) set a more detailed division for 

deontic modal verbs. Since deontic modals can be either speaker-oriented or 

subject-oriented, it is thus determined that speaker-oriented deontic modals (including 

ke3yi3, yao4, and ying1gai1) denoting permission and obligation are raising modals, 

while subject-oriented deontic modals (including neng2(gou4), (hen3)hui4, yua4nyi4, 

ken3, and gan3) denoting volition and ability are control modals. See the following 

table for a brief summary (Table 5): 



 

 24

Epistemic ke3neng2, hui4, ying1gai1, 
yao4 Raising modals 

Deontic (speaker-oriented) ke3yi3, yao4, ying1gai1 

Control modals Deontic (subject-oriented) neng2(go4), (hen3)hui4, 
yuan4yi4, ken3, gan3 

Table 5. Summary of Lin & Tang’s raising and control modals 

Therefore, ke3neng2 and ying1gai1 (epistemic) in (4a) and (4b) are raising 

modal verbs. In this raising construction, the subject of the VP can always be the 

subject of the modal because the embedded subject has been moved to the matrix 

subject position. Thus, either animate or non-animate noun phrases can be the subject 

of the modal verb in its surface position. On the other hand, gan3, yuan4yi4 and 

neng2 (deontic: subject-oriented) in (5) are modals in control constructions, in which 

the subject of the modals is selected by the modal verb and base-generated in the 

surface position with an empty PRO as the subject of the embedded clause. Hence, 

only an animate noun phrase can be the subject of control modal verbs. In other words, 

raising modals do not impose selectional restriction on their subjects, while control 

modals do. That is, control modals require that their subjects be animate.  

(4) a. [他 I    [可能/應該    [ti 吃過飯了]]] 
[ta1i   [ke3neng2/ying1gai1 [ti chi1guo4  fan4 le]]] 
he        may/should             eat-ASP  rice    ASP 
‘He may/should have resigned. 

b. [書 I    [可能/應該    [ti   漲價了]]] 
[shu1i    [ke3neng2/ying1gai1 [ti zhang3jia4 le]]] 
book      may/should             raise-price   ASP 
‘The price of books/the book may/should have been raised.’ 

(5) [他  [敢/願意/能  [PRO 吃飯]]] 
[ta1 [gan3/yuan4yi4/neng2   [ PRO chi1 fan4]]] 
he   dare/will/can                       eat rice 
‘He dare/will/can eat rice.                       

(Lin & Tang 1995: 72) 
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2.2.3 Remarks on Classification of Chinese Modality 

The above previous studies on the grammatical category and semantic 

identification of Chinese modal verbs are important to the present study in that we 

draw upon their influential and fundamental research in outlining the contour of the 

nature of Chinese modal verbs following their influential and fundamental research. 

We consider that the structural distinction between raising and control modals is 

convincing, because this distinction will not cause disturbance or inconsistency in the 

examination of the five polysemous modal verbs (hui4, neng2, yao4, ke3yi3, 

ying1gai1). Thus, this syntactic classification is accepted in the present study. 

However, there exists a noticeable divergence of opinion in terms of semantic 

classification. Table 6 shows the comparison of the semantic classification provided 

by Huang (1999) and Hsieh (2005), respectively. 

Huang (1999) 1. Capacity (ability, capability, circumstance) 
2. Deontic (personal, social) 
3. Epistemic 
4. Generic  
5. Volition 

Hsieh (2005) 1. Deontic (directive, commissive) 
2. Dynamic (capacity, volition) 
3. Epistemic (judgmental, evidential) 
4. Evaluative (presupposition, wish) 

Table 6. Comparison of the semantic classification of Huang (1999) and Hsieh (2005) 

Huang (1999) focuses on six modal verbs (hui4, neng2, yao4, xiang3, ke3yi3, 

ying1gai1) and adopts Hoffman’s (1993) fourfold classification (capacity, deontic, 

epistemic, generic) with the addition of “volition,” and thus presents five major 

semantic realms of meaning (modality types). There are three drawbacks to Huang’s 

classification.  

First, generic is defined as a modality which depicts something that happens 

generally or characteristically. However, it remains doubtful whether “generic” should 

be viewed as a type of modality, because most of the previous work on modality has 
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not included generic in the discussion of modality except for Hofmann (1993). 

Hofmann (1993: 102) himself also states that generic modality is not often used, 

although it is a natural way to express general characteristics. In fact, examples of 

generic modals can also be seen as representative of other types of modality. For 

instance, would in (6) can be considered epistemic because it shows a high degree of 

certainty on the part of the speaker concerning the proposition that it often snows one 

meter in a day. As for would in (7), it can be seen as a dynamic modal denoting 

volition, as Hofmann (1993: 103) has suggested: ‘we can often perceive a force of 

will with these modals but it is not always present.’ Hence, the force of will is present 

in Example (7) but not in (6).  

(6) When I lived in Toyama, it would often snow one metre in a day. 

(7) When I was young, she would always nag me to finish my homework.  

(Hofmann 1993: 102, 103) 

Huang (1999) proposes that generic should be a distinct modality type and that two 

modal verbs are subsumed in this category: hui4 and neng2, as Examples (8) and (9) 

show. However, hui4 in (8) can also be interpreted as an epistemic modal and this 

sentence denotes the speaker’s judgment of the proposition with a strong degree of 

necessity, which is so strong that the content of the proposition may be taken as a 

general and characteristic phenomenon (i.e., it must be the case that snakes hibernate 

so it is a generic situation). In addition, although neng2 in (9) is viewed as a generic 

modal, it can also be subsumed in the modality type of capability, which denotes a 

function generated from non-human ability. That is, we can say that the non-human 

subject (Canadian maples) can always serve the function of attracting many visitors to 

the extent that it is a general and characteristic phenomenon.  

(8) 蛇到冬天會冬眠 (Huang 1999: 54) 
she2  dao4 dong1tian1 hui4 dong1mian2 
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snake  to  winter    will  hibernate 
 ‘It should be the case that snakes hibernate in winter.’  
(9) 每年秋天，加拿大的楓葉總能吸引很多觀光客 (Huang 1999: 66) 

mei3  nian2 qiu1tian1 jia1na2da4 de    feng1ye4  zong3  neng2  
every  year  autumn  Canada   ASSOC maple-leave always  can 
xi1yin3 hen3  duo1 guan1guang1 ke4 
attract  very  many visit       guest 
‘It must be the case that a lot of visitors are attracted by the maples every 
autumn in Canada.’ 

After the re-interpretation of Example (8) and Example (9), it is found that the 

interpretation of generic modality is ambiguous and fluctuant. In addition, most of the 

previous studies do not perceive generic as a modality type. Therefore, we suggest 

that generic modality should be excluded from our discussion of the five polysemous 

modal verbs.  

Second, “capacity,” one of the five major modalities in Chinese modal verbs, is 

not an adequate classification for a single, essential, and fundamental modality. In 

Huang’s version, capacity is further divided into three subtypes: 1) ability denotes the 

internal mental or physical ability of an animate subject, 2) circumstance restricts the 

enabling condition to be external, and only under certain circumstances can the 

animate subject possess the ability, and 3) capability denotes the enabling condition 

generated by non-human ability, where the surface subject must be a place or a tool.  

In our opinion, there is no need to separate “ability” and “circumstance” because 

both are concerned with the human ability of knowing how to do something. As for 

the third “capability,” we argue that this subtype should be excluded because the 

definition of capability falls outside the scope of dynamic modality. To merge human 

ability and non-human generated ability (function) as a single modality type (capacity) 

is misleading. Thus, non-human generated ability labeled as function can not be 

viewed as ability at all. It would be more systematic and reasonable to exclude 

“capability” as a modality type and regard it as an extended use of the core ability 
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modality through metaphorical extension, where the ability in an animate domain is 

extended and mapped to the ability in a non-animate domain. For instance, in Huang’s 

opinion neng2 in (10) is a modal verb denoting capability, a non-human generated 

ability labeled as the function of a tool: the non-human subject da4suan4 ‘garlic’ has 

the ability to kill germs. This kind of ability is non-human generated, so it belongs to 

“capability” rather than “ability” or “circumstance.” However, we suggest that the 

reason why a non-human/non-animate subject can be equipped with an animate 

ability is as a result of semantic extension. In conclusion, Huang uses the term 

“capacity” to cover the three subtypes (ability, circumstance, capability), and we 

suggest that it is inappropriate to classify such subtypes under “capacity.”  

(10) 大蒜能殺菌 
da4suan4 neng2 sha1jun4 
garlic    can   kill-germ 

 ‘Garlic can function as a sterilizer.’ 

Third, Huang regards volition and capacity as two separate and distinctive 

modality types. However, it would be more systematic to regard them as two subtypes 

under “dynamic modality,” as Hsieh has done, because both volition and ability are 

two properties generated from the actions of human beings. According to Palmer 

(2001: 70), the basic difference between “deontic” and “dynamic” modality is that 

‘with dynamic modality the conditioning factors are internal to the person indicated as 

the subject, whereas with deontic modality they are external.’ Moreover, the two 

subtypes under dynamic modality are “Abilitive” and “Volitive” (Palmer 2001: 22). 

Therefore, it is more convincing to group capacity and volition under the same 

modality type: dynamic modality.  

Compared to Huang (1999), Hsieh’s (2002, 2005, 2006) semantic classification 

of Chinese modality is more consistent and systematic for three reasons. First, 

“generic” modality, the existence of which is disputable, is not included in Hsieh’s 
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version. Second, the function of a tool (Huang’s “capability”) is not viewed as a 

modality type. Third, capacity and volition are the two subtypes under dynamic 

modality, rather than two independent modalities.  

Finally, let us turn to the divergent definition for deontic modality presented by 

Huang (1999) and Hsieh (2002, 2005, 2006). Although both Huang and Hsieh include 

deontic modality in their classification, they provide different definitions and 

subcategorizations for the same term. For that reason, deontic modality requires a 

further refinement.  

Huang (1999) adopts Hofmann’s definition of deontic modality, which ‘depicts 

what the speaker or someone else makes impossible, possible or necessary for the 

subject’ (Hofmann 1993: 104) and maintains that the speaker can use deontic modal 

verbs to permit or oblige the hearer to do something. That is, utterances with deontic 

modal verbs can affect the hearer’s action. This deontic force can derive from the 

speaker’s authority or written laws (personal deontic) or from society, morality and 

customs (social deontic). Personal deontic is further divided into two subtypes: 

authority and promise; the former places stress on the deontic source of someone’s 

authority, while the latter emphasizes the deontic source of the speaker’s assurance or 

commitment about something. Thus, deontic modality must involve permission or 

obligation, as Example (11) and (12) show in Huang’s discussion of ke3yi3 and 

ying1gai1.  

(11) 我可以進來嗎？  
wo3 ke3yi3 jin4lai2  ma1 
I    can   come-in  Q 

 ‘May I come in?’ 
(12) 學習應該認真   

  Xue2xi2 ying1gai1 ren4zhen1 
  learning should    earnest 

 ‘(You) should study earnestly.’ 
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However, there are two problems with Huang’s discussion of hui4 in (13) and (14), 

and yao4 in (15). Huang argues that hui4 in (13) belongs to personal deontic 

(promise), but the deontic force does not affect the action of the hearer but the speaker. 

By this utterance, the speaker commits himself/herself to succeeding the achievement 

of winning the first prize. Huang also vacillates between her initial definition (1999: 

32) for personal deontic (promise) and the later discussion of hui4 in terms of 

personal deontic (promise), where she re-defines it as the speaker’s assurance of the 

necessity for something to happen (1999: 53). Hence, hui4 in (14) exhibits the 

speaker’s assurance and certainty that ‘you will catch a cold’ will indeed happen 

without a doubt. Nevertheless, we can also interpret hui4 in (14) as an epistemic 

modal because it denotes the speaker’s opinion or attitude toward propositional 

content with a high degree of possibility or necessity, and then (14) can be translated 

as “It is very possible that you will catch a cold if you (continue to) act like this.” It is 

also the case with yao4 in (15), which is considered a personal deontic (promise) 

modal verb by Huang but an epistemic modal verb in this thesis. Thus, we can also 

translate (15) as “It is very possible that the act of endeavoring to do something 

without considering the actual facts of the situation will mean that the effort will be 

doomed to failure.” 

(13) 你等著看吧！我會考第一名的！ 
  ni3 deng3 zhe kan4 ba  wo3 hui4 kao3 di4yi1ming3 de 
  you wait  ASP see PRT   I  will  test first-place  PRT 

 ‘You just wait and see. I will get first place in the test.’ 
(14) (我保證) 你這樣會感冒的！ 
 (wo3 bao3zheng4) ni3 zhe4yang4 hui4 gan3mao4 de 
 (I    promise)   you this-way  will catch-cold PRT 

‘(I promise you that) you will catch a cold (if you carry on behaving) like 
this.’ 

(15) 不顧實際一味蠻幹要失敗的 
 bu2gu4 shi2ji4 yi2wei4   man2gan4  yao4 shi1bai4 de 
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 not-care reality invariably  hard-work  will fail     PRT 
 ‘You will fail if you just work hard and don’t consider the reality.’ 

On the other hand, Hsieh’s definition and classification for deontic modality is 

less problematic. For one thing, deontic modality is confined to the speaker’s opinion 

or attitude toward the truth value of the completion of an event, and then it is further 

divided into “directives” and “commissives.” With directives the speaker can affect 

the hearer’s action through permission or obligation, whereas with commissives the 

speaker commits himself/herself to the completion of an action through promise or 

threat. Therefore, Example (13) in Huang’s discussion should be classified as 

commissive rather than personal deontic (promise). Thus, we can obtain a more 

systematic classification of deontic modality. 

 

2.3 Classification of Chinese Modal Verbs  

According to the discussion in the previous section, we prefer to base our 

discussion on the finer-grained classification proposed by Hsieh (2002, 2005, 2006). 

Her hierarchical classification of Chinese modal verbs is neater than that of Huang 

(1999), because the relationship between the major types and the subtypes can be 

easily detected. Based on Hsieh, we will propose a revised semantic classification for 

the twelve Chinese modal verbs in order to facilitate the following discussion of the 

five polysemous modal verbs. Hsieh’s fourfold classification is complete in its 

discussion of polysemous modal verbs, but there are three points which must be 

adjusted for the present study. First, evaluative modality should not be included in the 

classification of modal verbs because none of the modal verbs (such as hui4, yao4, 

ke3yi3, ying1gai1) exhibit evaluative modality. In fact, the examples of evaluative 

modality in Hsieh’s discussion are all modal adverbs rather than modal verbs, which 

do not fall within the scope of our discussion of polysemous modal verbs. Therefore, 
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evaluative modality should be excluded. Second, Hsieh’s “capacity” under dynamic 

modality is modified as “ability” in our discussion, since “ability”, a human-generated 

ability, is the origin of all the other kinds of abilities, including non-human ability. 

Third, although epistemic modality is the most undisputable and uncontroversial type 

of modality, it should be noted that we only accept “judgmental” of the two subtypes 

(judgmental and evidential) of epistemic modality in Hsieh’s version. It is because 

Chinese modal verbs do not exhibit evidential modality, in the same ways that they 

also did not for evaluative modality.  

 In summary, through careful examination of the semantic classification of 

modality types proposed by Huang (1999) and Hsieh (2002, 2005, 2006), we will 

propose a revised semantic classification (Figure 3) for Chinese modal verbs, mostly 

based on Hsieh’s version. Different from Hsieh’s fourfold classification, we have a 

threefold classification here, and it is further grouped under two primary distinctions: 

root modality and epistemic modality (Cook 1978). This primary distinction between 

root and epistemic modality is of great importance in this thesis and it will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

In the Introduction, we identified and determined the number of Chinese modal 

verbs in the present study and it was found that some of them possess the property of 

polysemy while others do not. At this point, we will determine the modality type of 

the six monosemous modal verbs and discuss the five polysemous modal verbs in 

Chapter 3. It is easy to locate the modality type for each monosemous modal verb: 

gan3 敢, ken3 肯, xiang3 想, yuan4yi4 願意 are concerned with volition so these 

are dynamic modal verbs; neng2gou4 能夠 is related to human ability so it is also a 

dynamic modal verb. bi4xu1 必須 is used to indication obligation, which belongs to 

directive, so it is a directive modal verb under deontic modality. Finally, ke3neng2 可

能 is used to modify the truth value of the propositional content of the sentence, so it 
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is an epistemic modal verb (judgmental). Table 7 is a summary of the modality types 

of monosemous modal verbs, and the discussion of polysemous modal verbs will be 

given in Chapter 3. 

 

Figure 3. Semantic classification of modality types for Chinese modal verbs 

 

Monosemous  

modal verbs 

gan3 敢, ken3 肯, xiang3 想, yuan4yi4 願意 (dynamic-volition) 

neng2gou4 能夠 (dynamic-ability) 

bi4xu1 必須 (deontic-directive) 

ke3neng2 可能 (epistemic-judgmental) 

Polysemous  

modal verbs 

hui4 會, neng2 能, yao4 要 

ke3yi3 可以, ying1gai1 應該 

Table 7. The twelve modal verbs in the present study 

 

Modality 

Root Modality 

Epistemic Modality 

Dynamic 

Deontic 

Epistemic 

ability 

volition 

commissive 

directive 

judgmental 


