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On the Successive Use of Modal Verbs 7] BE and JEZ% in Mandarin

Introduction

Modality concerns the status of a proposition that describes an event. (Palmer, 2001) In
different languages, modality materializes itself through various syntactic categories, including

suffixes, particles, inflections and modal verbs, etc. (Palmer, 2001)

In English, we have modal verbs like shall, should, can, etc. In Mandarin, modality
could also be realized through the use of modal verbs, like yinggai, neng, hui, etc. In previous
studies, ten criteria have been proposed to define modal verbs in Mandarin.! A prominent
feature of Chinese modal verbs is that, while modal verbs in languages like English shall be
used independently, Mandarin allows the successive use of modal verbs. (Y. R. Chao, 1968)

For instance,

HIR AIRE il

TR

Tomorrow  may will rain

Perhaps tomorrow may rain.

In the above example, 7] BE and & meet the ten criteria with no words in between. It
thus serves as an example showing the successive use of modal verbs.
In the current study, we would focus on the collocations formed by two modal verbs in

Mandarin, namely 7] fE and JE=Z.

T] BE is a monosemous modal verb expressing epistemic possibility.

fth IR AIRE REE = i
he at that time  might attitude not good

His attitude might be not good at that time.

! Zhou (2014) has generalized from the previous studies and listed ten criteria for defining modals verbs. For
example, they can act as an answer for questions, can replace “X” in “X A~ X yes-no question patterns, etc.



JE% has two modalities.

it A TEZ {1 =] g7
they should very have power

They should be very capable.

ez TE#Z 1 HIE ESY| FafA
education should from real object start

Education should start from real objects.

In the former example, 7% expresses a modality similar to epistemic possibility. In
the latter one, a modality similar to deontic necessity is shown. Though there remains some

controversies on the modality of JE#Z, the above two modalities would be the base of our
discussion at the present stage. The modality of =%, however, would be reviewed as an

important topic in later discussion.

In people’s daily use of Mandarin, both 3% ] G and 7] GEJE#Z are found. There are
four possible combinations of 5% and 7] ¢ as follows?,

i. JERZ 1 epistemic possibility + 7] §E epistemic possibility

ii. %X 2 deontic necessity + U] BE epistemic possibility

iii. O] BE epistemic possibility + EFZ | epistemic possibility

iv. TJEE epistemic possibility + EZ » deontic necessity

2 In this paper, E3% 1 represents JE3Z with the modality of epistemic possibility. JE2Z » represent JE% with the
modality of deontic necessity. As 7] fE only have one modality, 7] € represent 7] £ with the modality of
epistemic possibility.



Literature Review

Many scholars have researched on the topic. They adapted different methodologies and

approaches, with different conclusions made. Some conflicting results are observed.

Authors Methodology | Pattern/ TEZ TEz% , | AJRE n]gE
(year) Hypothesis + + + +
AIRE AIRE B EFZ »

Ma Empirical 1] BE must X X N. A v
Qingzhu finding and precede JEZ
(1988) theoretical

analysis
Peng Empirical Among N4 N. A N4 N4
Lizhen finding different bases: | (Strength
(2005) Epi>Deo>Dyn difference)
Xu Theoretical Within Epi X N. A X v
Jingning analysis base:
(2008) Subjective>

. Objective
Zhou Ying | Corpus v N. A v N. A
(2014) analysis (Limited
data)
T.-H. Jonah | Theoretical v x x v
Lin (2012) | analysis
. . Syntactic rules

Cui Theoretical v X v v
Jingjing analysis
(2008)




Wang Theoretical The proximity x x N. A N. A

Zhenlai analysis principle and
(2013) the information
quantity
principle
Wu Yunli Corpus Strength and X X X X
(2018) assisted Perspectives of
Theoretical the modal
analysis verbs:
Modal verbs

having the same
perspective

cannot co-occur

Table 1. Summary of literature reviews

Ma Qingzhu (1988) uses empirical and syntactic analysis to generalize the rules guiding
the successive use of modal verb. He divides modal verbs into six categories, 1 G¢ is classified
as Type 1 ‘verbs expressing possibility-A’, while JE#Z is Type 2 ‘verbs expressing necessity’.
He suggests that modal verbs of Type 1 should precede Type 2. Therefore, only condition iv

is possible.

Peng Lizhen (2005), Xu Jingning (2008) and Zhou Ying (2014) propose that among
different bases, epistemic modal verbs precede deontic ones and then dynamic ones. Within
epistemic base, subjective modal verbs precede objective ones. However, as they adopt
different methods, i.e. Peng relies on the empirical findings, Xu conducts theoretical analysis
and Zhou looks into the data from corpora, different conclusions are drawn. Peng thinks that
except condition ii, the other three are possible. Xu suggests that only condition iv. is acceptable.

Zhou (2014) finds that only condition i and iii exist in the corpora.

T. H. Jonah Lin, Cui Jingjing and Li Baiwen discuss the issue from syntactic
perspectives. T. H. Jonah Lin (2012) focuses on the finiteness property of modal verbs, Cui

Jingjing and Li Baiwen (2008) focus on the syntactic positions of modal verbs. According to



T. H. Jonah Lin, only condition i and iv exist. Cui Jingjing and Li Baiwen (2008) hold the view

that condition iii is also possible.

Wang Zhenlai (2013) explores the successive use of modal verbs in Mandarin
according to the proximity principle and the information quantity principle. Wang suggests that

condition i and ii are invalid. The other two conditions are not mentioned.

Wu Yunli (2018) bases her study on corpus analysis and naturalness tests. She
considers both the force and perspectives of the modal verbs. She proposed that the
perspectives of 7% and F] AE are the same. Modal verbs with the same perspective cannot co-

occur. Therefore, the four combinations are impossible.

From the previous studies, a shared view is that JEFZ 2 deontic necessity should not
precede ] BE epistemic possibility. However, the acceptability and rules guiding the other three
combinations remain controversial. Our research question centers on the actual use of JE7Z 7J
At and FJRENERZ in Mandarin Chinese and their acceptability among native speakers. The

study also extends to the modality base and force of different combinations.

Hypothesis

Our hypotheses are, first, for the successive use of modal verbs JEi#% and F]&E, four

possible combinations exist. Second, the surface scoping may determine the modality of the
modal verb combinations. The modal verb which is the closest to the main verb may scope
over the predicate directly, exerting fundamental influence on the base and force of the whole
combination. Modal verbs at more distant positions would have comparatively weakened

influence.



Methodology

Two major corpora of modern Chinese, PKU-CCL Corpus and Academic Sinica
Balanced Corpus of Modern Chinese are reviewed first, so as to find naturally-arose sentences
containing the studied collocations. A total of 6 sentences containing JE7%Z F] B£ and 14
sentences containing T BEJE7Z are collected. Fragmented sentences, sentences containing
more than two modal verbs and sentences in which the tested modal verbs are not functioning

as verbs are filtered. Finally, four sentences containing &% ] §€ and 11 sentences containing

T HEERZ are eligible for further analysis.

Preliminary analysis is conducted on the fifteen sentences collected. Among the four
possible collocations of 5% and 7 fE, three collocations appear, namely i.JEZZ | + FJ fE; iii.
A HE + JE#Z 1 and iv. AJ BE + JEFZ 2. As no corpus stores all the possible usage of language, we

reserve our opinion on the existence of condition ii. B > + AJ BE.

Secondly, in the four sentences containing JE#% ] B¢, the collocations of JE#% ] BE are
interchangeable with 7] &2 and JE#% 1, which both express epistemic possibility. It’s thus
presumed that 5% 1 + FJBE is expressing epistemic possibility. Among the 11 sentences
containing 7] BEJEFZ, the collocation also express epistemic possibility in four sentences. The

rest 7 sentences express deontic modality with uncertain force.

After analyzing the data from the corpora, a questionnaire is designed based on
sentences collected for further exploration. The survey is conducted in person, to make sure
targets react naturally according to their instinct. Participants are firstly invited to justify the
naturalness of five sentences. Then six more sentences are presented, inviting participants to
justify the modality strength of them. One is expected to answer by the scale of 1-6. 1 is the

level most approximate to possibility, 6 is the level most approximate to necessity.

3 Sentences collected are presented in Appendix 1.



Data Description - Questionnaire Results
Above
18.80% b

Male
37.50%

Education

N Female
62.50%

N Undergraduate
81.20%

16 Mandarin native speakers, including 10 female and 6 male, ranging from 20 to 53

years-old engaged in the survey. Their education levels are either undergraduate or above.

JE#Z 1 JE#Z » A RE
epistemic possibility deontic necessity epistemic possibility
TERZ 1 AJRE + JERZ 1
epistemic Yes: 81.3%
possibility No: 18.8%
JEZZ 2 A RE + [ERZ 2
deontic Yes: 87.5%
necessity No: 12.5%
A RE JEFZ 1 + W HE JE#Z » + AlBE
epistemic Yes: 68.7% Yes: 3.1%
possibility No: 31.3% No: 96.9%

Table 2. A result of sentence-naturalness judgment (part I)

In the first part of the questionnaire, [E#% » deontic necessity + W] BE epistemic
possibility is unacceptable for nearly all participants. The other three combinations are natural

to over 60% of the participants.
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Frequency
SN

0
1 2
F AN REEE IS
Arrive 21 centry ear the time
&)1 5 0E ARAR

Jinchuan Nickel Mine like that

FI21TACOII , JERZ W) REBEBUG )| | SRR T AR A AR

0% 0%
3 4 5 6
Scale
Graph 3: Result of part IT Q1
JE#Z A RE B B
should may discover like
TR /Y PN
world-scale adj. suffix  big mine

By the time of early 2 1st century, world-scale big mine light Jinchuan Nickel Mine should

perhaps be discovered.

The majority of participants rate the force at or below 3. The mean is 2.3, showing that

participants regard JE3Z 1 epistemic possibility + V] BE epistemic possibility with a force more

approximate to possibility.

10



18.8% 25%

Frequency
w

2

1

0

1 5 6
Scale
Graph 4: Result of part IT Q2

= IS i A =] e R
it must say who chase who then
Al HE B B Z2 =] E84 ne
perhaps should be like Lao Kuo chase me SFP

If I must answer who chased after who, then perhaps it should be Lao Kuo chased after me.

Participations’ evaluation of the force conveyed by "] GE epistemic possibility + EFZ 1
epistemic possibility is more varied, with a mean of 3.3. The combination is perceived with a

force between necessity and possibility and slightly leaning to possibility.

11



BBEET, KT HAT = REEIBE, AIRZEH, AWM, CEAHERA,
A RENERZ 2 T S A B B e AR A

7
6
5
2 31.1%
3
ag; ‘ 18.8%
3
2
1 6.3%
1
0% 0%
1 2 3 5
Scale
Graph 5: Result of part IT Q3
B e KAy A = PN
The school doctor said Micky continuously three days
HERPE A G ZiH R iz
have a low grade fever person very listless no eat
2 2] B¢ i A JIA AlRE
no drink as well check can not reason perhaps
JER% g2 [RE S0 BElt i ] A
should to urban hospital do thorough check

The school doctor said that Micky was having low grade fever for three days continuously,
being listless, intaking few food and drink. No cause could be diagnosed, perhaps Micky
should be transferred to urban hospital for a thorough check.

Over 93% of the participants rate the force of " fE epistemic possibility + JEZZ »
deontic necessity above 3, with a mean of 5.1, showing that participants think the combination

has a force approximates to necessity.

12



Data Analysis and Discussion

According to corpus analysis and questionnaire results, among the four possible
combinations proposed, condition ii JEZ% » + " HE is invalid. The unacceptability could find
its root in the surface scoping of different modal verbs. Epistemic modality is propositional,
expressing the speaker's attitude towards the proportion, deontic modality is related to event,
expressing the agent’s status with respect to an event. (Nordstrom, 2010). The scope of

epistemic modality is thus wider than deontic modality.

Epistemic Proposition
Subject (agent) TP

Deontic Predicate (P)

Graph 6. Epistemic modal scopes over deontic modal

In scoping, a wider scope is expected to have the potential of scoping over a narrower
scope. A corollary is drawn that epistemic possibility shall precede, and scope over deontic
modality. Thus, our first hypothesis needs revision. Only three combinations survive the

scoping restriction.

Another finding observed from corpora is that the collocation of W HE + 7% » has a
deontic base. This finding conforms to the scoping hierarchy above. 1] #E scopes over JE 2,
= 2 directly scopes over the main verb phrase, making deontic necessity the fundamental
modality in the utterance. Besides the base, the force is also influenced. According to the

questionnaire result, the average force evaluation of W HE + JEF% 2 is 5.1, approximates to yet

is lower than necessity. The force is determined by JE#Z » yet also mediated by WJBE. The

13



combination thus ends up with a force higher than 7] i€ possibility and close but lower than &

7 2 necessity.

Contrary to Wu Yunli’s argument (2018) that JE#Z | and W] BE are modals of the same
type so they could not co-occur, a third finding is that both 3% | + " #E and " HE +IEZ
are possible usages according to corpus analysis and questionnaire Part I. It is suggested that

JE#% | and "] fE are different on their force and base.

JEZ 1 + WHE is acceptable because the force of 7% 1 may not be determined
dichotomously, i.e. either necessity or possibility. Peng (2005) and Zhou (2014) use the term
large possibility 2 #X, which is stronger than possibility yet weaker than necessity to express
the force of [E7Z in epistemic base. E#Z 1 concerns more epistemic possible worlds compared
to "] BE. When two epistemic modal verbs co-occur, the one with stronger force may precede

the weaker one.

Wl BE + MEE% 1 is acceptable because "JBE and MEi% 1 may belong to different
subcategorizations under the epistemic domain. According to Hsieh (2006), there are three
subtypes, namely speculative, deductive and assumptive modal verbs under the epistemic
domain. W BE is a speculative modal verb, which expresses the possibility of a proposition,
given the speaker’s world knowledge, which has few similarities with the actual world. [f£3% |
belongs to deductive modal verbs, which expresses the possibility of a proposition, given the
speaker’s world knowledge, which has much similarities with the actual world. When two
epistemic modal verbs co-occur, the one concerning a possible world closer to the speaker’s

world knowledge may precede the one concerning a possible world similar to the actual world.

Limitation

Due to the time and word limits, the study requires further research. First, data collected
from corpora and questionnaire are relatively limited, not representing the whole picture and
constraining the accuracy of the results. Second, we only concentrate on semantics-related
factors like force, base, etc. in this study. Many other factors, however, might influence the

modality perception, including linguistic factors like pragmatics and non-linguistic contexts.

14



Conclusion

In Mandarin, modal verbs like A5 and fEz% could be used in sequence. Though there

are four possible combinations, not all combinations have semantic support and empirical use.
The combinations should firstly follow the scoping hierarchy. Epistemic modal verbs shall
precede deontic ones. Second, when two epistemic modal verbs co-occur, there shall be force
or base differences in between. Third, the modality of the combination is mainly influenced by
the modal verb that directly precedes the main verb. The influence of distant modal verbs is
weakened.

Only three combinations could be formed by TJEE and JfEz%. The first one JEFZ
epistemic possibility + T BE epistemic possibility expresses epistemic possibility. The second
one T] BE epistemic possibility + 7% 1 epistemic possibility is also epistemic, but with a force
stronger than necessity. The third one R 8E epistemic possibility + &7 » deontic necessity

expresses deontic modality, with a force slightly lower than necessity.

15
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Appendix I — Corpus Data

i. MEZ% 1 + ATHE [epistemic possibility] + [epistemic possibility]
1. FEAE A S B PG A 508, (e B MRk L. MR AR AR S AR 5
WE L, HESH A HAS R ) BRI, (F VR R TR, 22 1 k4710
F,  MEZ T HEEE BLG 0 ) | SRR AR [ A B B KA
2. WA AIEE, AgE< s UKSRRYINMEI R A R E,  HEEX AT DLEE e Bl
— U2 R I [ i RO 3% 5 it = R SR NI A B B RS, SR T e
e 2 R DAL
3. BLOEEEIE SO RIOAE, Gl —SEREERY HOE, BAMTRR R B L T ek
TS i e FEOSTI P f SO e ) — (AR AL
4, T A REA R = Beam A E ok, N FLAS PR AT ol i B AL 2 — B
I, TS BREEIE 5% T Bt o0 — VIt 1

iii. WTHE + MEi% 1 [epistemic possibility] + [epistemic possibility]

1. Athicrh BIER B AV A Ik B A AT A TE 48 (R S0 -& 7 T BB JnE — B,
Bk REIERZ TG 2.

2. SRR, BIEEEE. Mk KR ERIR BT, SRR, MU gk
PR, ARG A& A N — e RS AR BB B &6, v REIE R GA
#) BT A e S R B T

3. LIRS FACEHE, HTiREZ R BTN, HEENREITEE, EREHE
BHUSHE VB — ey, AL, e, i At A, —
“HH 7, T EERLSTE RS T

4. WHAAR, TBIMECAM HR, BERA L RBE 5 s — M8 A, £
HEaF, SEEEIMEAE P, AER B R, BRI 1 ? GRS T BHE 0T GE
A R )N R

iv. JHE + JEG% 2[epistemic possibility] + [deontic necessity]
1 ] B IS S AR B A R R AL 5 R — 2, S MR A — {82 B 5 7 A e e Ho At
g i S (F B A L P S b 2 e 1) 58 6/ EE R E v

17



BRI N, HEBLEBRRARLEN T, HHBLEEIELE L.
NHECE s, MEBUEE L TielELE —%. —k. F—H. B,
B RE RIS B R BB th W e 2, Feinilh e ? v R, GEETRE, JE
s B PFRE R AT

C REEEE, KA A = KEEIUEE, AMRZEMT, N2, XEAHEN, w6E
JEZ B T RSB R iR A

o BRI EE B IR RTE LR H Al KK T GE 2B 2, AR MRS b )2 — {1 L
1SR BRI,

 TE T RIS G AR AT AR N, (HOE e B AR BT A A — P I
Ifo BAIR, PENACEFERSE T AN B 5 A A W] — ML

18 e AR Ay, HRET M, SO A AR RIS AR R I, HM
2 IS FURG R AR IR I 5 HAYIRFAC (Frank 1990a),

o RIEMRE (R A, S RO IR IR K A I D, BT ] REIE LB IR S A
BRI 5 BRI PU R TPk BT, SR A

ﬁm

/5|

I
punn))
oo
K
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Appendix II - Questionnaire sample

Questionnaire for Putonghua Speakers

The current questionnaire is part of a survey conducted by students majoring linguistics in
City University of Hong Kong. The survey is for academic purpose, with an aim to test the
usage of Putonghua among native speakers. Your answers would be analysed through the
process. Concerning the privacy issue, all information collected would be removed once the
research is completed. We hereby would like to get your consent before moving on. If you

would like to participate in the research, please kindly sign your name.

(Signature)

Gender: Age:

Education Level: Date of Survey:

19



PART I

In the coming section, you would hear seven sentences in Putonghua. Please answer whether

the expressions are natural according to your instinct.

Natural Unnatural

W R THEEBRALRY > REREZ Tt -

SRBPRTRRBAEGET  EHFRRLNIFGELF

to A ZED 0 W ELTT RERAT 2 A o

TERIKE A LA BRRAEER KRR ERFR

HRTREZEF

CREZFT AR A T 518428 SRR M & SA oy — B AE

ARIEREG TR > ARIEL TR 4 o

R E A E A 2R LR E S MR
su b e

BT RE B ZIRAR R AR 6 — & > SRAN—ELEH

TR 1R AN A

20




PART I

In the coming section, you would hear three sentences in Putonghua. Please listen carefully and
rank the strength of likelihood of the sentences. Number / to 6 are expected as possible answers
in evaluating the scale. Among the six numbers, I expresses the likelihood of being possible,
6 expresses the likelihood of being necessary. 2-5 are intermediate levels expressing non-

polarized likelihood.

32 1 e mAes > BT A BRI S5 0% AR AR
R B Y K

FIRAFRkEH > ARTREZA L LT LR E

B R F B KRR ARER LR
B XERERE 0 TRMELI T BRME D
Bk e

Thank you for your participation!

21
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