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Chapter 5 
Conclusion 

 
5.1 Summary  

In Chapter 1, we outlined the notion of modality and narrowed down our 

research question to the issue of polysemous modal verbs in Mandarin Chinese. First, 

we examined previous studies and limited the number of Chinese modal verbs. There 

are twelve modal verbs, in which five exhibit the phenomenon of polysemy (i.e., hui4, 

neng2, yao4, ke3yi3, ying1gai1) while the other seven are monosemous modal verbs. 

In Chapter 2, we reviewed previous studies of modal verbs or auxiliaries in English as 

well as Mandarin, and then provided a proper classification specifically for the 

modality types of modal verbs in Mandarin Chinese. That is, there are three major 

modality types for Chinese modal verbs, including dynamic (ability and volition), 

deontic (directive and commissive), and epistemic (judgmental) modality.  

Chapter 3 is the most important part of this thesis. First, the five polysemous 

modal verbs were discussed with several examples, respectively and the several 

closely-related modal senses were clearly demonstrated. Second, from those related 

modal senses a systematic pattern of a path of development for the five polysemous 

modal verbs was found in both synchronic and diachronic data. The path of 

development includes two stages. At Stage I, dynamic modality is extended to deontic 

modality through a cognitively-driven mechanism — subjectification — proposed by 

Traugott (1989). At Stage II, deontic modality is further extended to epistemic 

modality through metaphorization as proposed by Sweetser (1990) and 

subjectification is at work simultaneously. Finally, a new feature-based classification 

of modality was established by using labels such as [±epistemic] and [±deontic].   

As for the interaction between modal verbs and other syntactic elements, in 

Chapter 4 it was found that no matter how predicates or arguments change, hui4 and 
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ying1gai1 are the two modal verbs which have the strongest strength of epistemic 

modality. In addition, the [＋epistemic] reading of neng2, yao4, and ke3yi3 cannot be 

directly obtained merely by a change in the animacy of the subject or the aspect of the 

predicate or other syntactic elements. Instead, their [＋epistemic] interpretation is 

achieved through linguistic and non-linguistic contexts and pragmatic background 

knowledge.  

 

5.2 Limitations of the Present Study 

Since we are dedicated to examining the polysemous modal senses exhibited in 

each polysemous modal verb, the first thing we have to do is to determine the exact 

modal sense of a modal verb. However, such determination is merely based on the 

author’s instinct from her mother tongue: Mandarin Chinese. There is no experimental, 

objective, or syntactic method to determine the “correct” modal sense of a modal verb. 

Moreover, there may not be any “correct” modal sense for a certain modal verb. Due 

to the fact that the modal verb is polysemous, there can be more than one 

interpretation for the same modal verb in the same sentence. Consequently, our 

determination of the modal senses of the five polysemous modal verbs may be too 

arbitrary to some extent.  

Further, owing to the shortness of time and space, the discussion of the 

interaction between modality and syntactic elements in Chapter 4 is not thorough and 

complete. Although we found that hui4 and ying1gai1 are the most likely to obtain an  

[＋epistemic] meaning through a change in the definiteness of the subject or the 

situation type of the predicate, no explanation for this tendency is offered in our 

discussion. In addition, unlike hui4 and ying1gai1, an [＋epistemic] reading of neng2, 

yao4, and ke3yi3 is not easily obtained through the interaction of syntactic elements. 

We have pointed out that the different behaviors of the former two modal verbs and 
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the latter three may be due to linguistic and non-linguistic contexts and pragmatic 

background knowledge. However, this is only a short and temporary conclusion to the 

observed phenomenon. More detailed discussion and explanation are necessary for 

the completeness of this thesis.  

 

5.3 Further Research 

Since this discussion of the interaction between modality and syntactic elements 

is just a preliminary discussion, it requires further research to learn more about the 

interaction between the interpretation of modalities and grammatical structures, 

including the syntactic properties of the arguments and the predicates. As a matter of 

fact, the interaction of each polysemous modal verb and each syntactic element is a 

wide issue. Hence, a large amount of research is required to gain a thorough 

understanding of the role of syntactic elements in the interpretation of modalities.  

As for the path of development proposed in this paper, although we have 

provided some evidence from first language acquisition and markedness theory to 

support the argument that dynamic use is the core meaning of polysemous modal 

verbs, a more objective method should be used, too. That is, we suggest that a 

quantitative approach should be applied to see the frequency of the three major 

modalities used in modern Chinese corpus. If we can find that the number of the 

tokens of dynamic use is significantly more than that of the tokens of deontic use, and 

that those of deontic use are more than those of epistemic use, then we can firmly 

establish that the most widely distributed dynamic use can be seen as the core sense 

and can be called unmarked. In addition, the less frequency of the epistemic use can 

also be evidence for the results of the path of development. That is, that in as far as 

epistemic modality is the last developed; thus, it stands to reason that fewer uses of 

epistemic modality would be found in the corpus.  
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 In the present study, we have examined the diachronic development of the three 

monosyllabic polysemous modal verbs (hui4, neng2, and yao4). As we mentioned 

earlier, the reason why we dismissed a discussion of the other two disyllabic modal 

verbs is that each disyllabic modal verbs is composed of two separate characters and 

each character has its own development. Thus, a combination of two distinct words is 

more complicated than a single monosyllabic modal verb. However, it is of great 

importance to look into the diachronic development of ke3yi3 and ying1gai1. It is 

predicted that their development should conform to that of the three monosyllabic 

modal verbs, as discussed in Section 3.3.  


