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(1) The curry was hot.

(2) Mary is my sister.
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(3) The curry was hot, and so was the tea.

(4) Mary is my sister, and so is Susan.
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(5) John hit the wall, and so did Harry.
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(6) My favorite girl's name is Margaret.
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(7)  Some of the boys went to the party.
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(8} If you started earlier, you would have been in

time for the train.
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(9) John broke the window with Mary.
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() Who is the next President?
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(12 2. John is the next President.

b. The next President is John.
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Some Observations on
English Modal Aucxiliaries

Keiko Watanabe

This paper is devoted to an examination of English
modals with special reference to ‘can’, ‘may’, and ‘must’.
My primary purpose in this paper is to analyze and ex-
plicate the meanings and uses of English modals from a
pedagogical point of view. It is well known that English
modals have been a constant stumbling block for
Japanese students learning English. Part of the reason
for this is that the English language has developed a rich
and complicated system of modality, whereas the
Japanese language has no such modal auxiliaries which
are capable of definite distinctions of meaning. Thus,
sentences such as ‘It may rain tomorrow’ or ‘It might
rain tomorrow’ could not possibly be differentiated in
Japanese, unless we have recourse to some longer para-
phrases.

This paper deals with the distinction between two uses
of English modals; that is, the distinction between the
root (kongen-—teki) and the epistemic (chinjutsukanwa—
teki) uses of English modals. Although this distinction is
quite widespread among linguists, it is
not yet duly recognized among most of the Japanese writ-
ers of grammer books. Hofmann (1966) was one of the
first who pointed out the distinction as relevant to Eng-
lish modals. The basic ideas are quickly reviewed and
their relevance to teaching English as a foreign language
(TEFL) in Japan is examined.

The distinction between root and epistemic uses of Eng-
lish modals is a valid one, and the meanings associated
with these two categories are kept apart by distinct syn-
tactic patterns. For each modal with epistemic meaning,

it is possible to give a comprehensive definition such as

‘It expresses the speaker’s comment about asserting the
truth of the proposition’. It is concerned with the
speaker’s assumption or assessment of possibilities and,
in most cases, it indicates the speaker’s confidence or
lack of confidence in the truth of the proposition. The
real meaning of modality, which is a judgement or an
assessment made by the speaker on the gap between the
proposition intended in the speaker’s comment and the
likely reality, is expressed not in root modals but in epis-
temic modals.

It is also possible to show that certain grammatical fea-
tures are associated with epistemic modals: for example,
negation affects the proposition and not the modality;
there are no past tense forms (except in reported speech);
the perfect infinitive is used to express the past, and as
with negation, the occurrence of ‘have + En’ affects the
proposition, not the modality; and the co-occurrence of
the epistemic modals and certain syntactic forms, such as
‘have + En’ and ‘be + Ing’, distinguishes this category of
modality from root modals.

There is still a great deal of work to be done on other
features of modals, which are not dealt with in this pa-
per. Although it is far from complete and further study
is needed, this paper is intended to be at least a little
contribution to EFL students to know how modal au-

xiliaries work in modern English.
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