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Introduction  
Grammar may roughly be defined as the way a language 

manipulates and combines words or bits of words in order to form 

longer units of meaning. There is a set of rules which govern how 

units of meaning may be constructed in any language.  

Grammar then may furnish the basis for a set of classroom 

activities during which it becomes temporarily the main learning 

objective. The learning of grammar should be seen in the long term 

as one of the means of acquiring or mastering the language as a 

whole, not as an end itself. In so doing, it can be associated to 

modality. The latter is, according to Palmer (2009: 01), a valid 

cross-language grammatical category that can be the subject of a 

typological study.  It is a category that is closely associated with 

tense and aspect in that all three categories are categories of the 

clause and are generally, but not always, marked within the verbal 

complex 

Yet, however important these concepts may be, they are 

semantically and grammatically different from one another. F.R. 

Palmer (2001) has pointed out this difference for, according to him, 

modality differs from tense and aspect in that it does not refer 

directly to any characteristic of the event, but simply to the status 

of the proposition that describes the event. It is concerned with 

mood and modal operators such as modal auxiliaries and other 

operators and is treated as a single grammatical category found in 

most of the languages in the world. Thus, the current study is 

devoted to the analysis of modality and more specifically to the 

operators (except modal auxiliaries) that express the notion of 

modality. In so doing, not all the operators will be studied in this 

article but some of them which are mainly used in English 

grammar. 

Statement of the study 
The study of the notion of modality in English grammar raises a lot 

of questions. From one point of view, the analysis of modality 

causes many problems to English learners or researchers for it can 

be divided into two things: modal auxiliaries and the other 

operators of modality; what brings about a misunderstanding in the 

linguistic world. The phrase “modal auxiliaries” shows that there 

are two linguistic forms: the notion of “auxiliary” and the semantic 

notion of “modality”. They (modal auxiliaries) constitute the first 

tools of the modality operation through which the enunciator is 

totally involved as J.R. Lapaire (2002: 477) says. Many people 

confuse tense, time, and modality or tense and aspect. That being 

so the study has been chosen in order to shed light on this 

misunderstanding and misuse. Furthermore, it is devoted to the 

study of modality through the use of operators different from 

modal auxiliaries. 
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Abstract 

The article deals with the study of modality without the modal auxiliaries in modern English grammar. In 

other words, it is devoted to the analysis of the other operators of modality. These operators are some 

concepts which are used to express modality that is, according to Palmer (2009: 01), a valid cross-

language grammatical category that can be the subject of a typological study.  It is a category that is 

closely associated with tense and aspect in that all three categories are categories of the clause and are 

generally, but not always, marked within the verbal complex. Thus, there are lots of operators that are 

used to express this notion of modality. However, the study and analysis of these concepts as well as the 

distinction and differentiation between them cause many difficulties to learners of English grammar and to 

speakers who are not English native speakers. That is, this article aims to analyze this notion of modality 

through the use of some operators in order to shed light on their lack of understanding and try to highlight 

the differences and similarities between these grammatical concepts.  
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Theoretical Framework 

The present analysis, devoted to the study of modality without the 

modal auxiliaries, is based on the theory of the pragmatics. 

Pragmatics is defined as a branch of linguistics which is concerned 

with elements of language whose meaning can only be understood 

by knowing the context of their uses. It is thus interested on the one 

hand, in the phenomena of contextual dependencies which have 

their references determined by parameters linked to the context of 

utterance. 

In addition, it studies the use of language in communication and in 

knowledge. Largely dependent on cognitivism, extended 

pragmatics considers inferential mechanisms in knowledge, the 

construction of concepts, the non-literal use of language, 

intentionality in argumentation, etc. It also deals with the influence 

and consequences of language on context (how to change the world 

by saying something / how to act on the world by saying 

something) and the influence and consequences of language on 

context (to what extent what is said depends on the circumstances 

in which it is said).   

Thus, the study of some operators of modality constitutes the main 

hypothesis. In other words, the study of the meanings, the uses, the 

structure and the morphology of these operators is the main focus 

of the current study.  

Objectives and hypotheses 

The article aims to highlight the formal structure of the operators 

of modality in English. In other words, through the study, we will 

analyze the notion of modality through the use of some operators 

different from modal auxiliaries and try to highlight the differences 

and similarities between these grammatical concepts. Moreover, 

the article aims to define the grammatical status of these operators 

in relation to the position and location of the object. In the study, 

we will also analyze the different contexts of use of these 

grammatical operators. The analysis will also help pointing out the 

differences between modal auxiliaries and the other operators of 

modality. 

Methodological Framework 
Data Collection 

Much research has been carried out in some libraries, books, 

sources and in the internet, to collect information in order to write 

the article and answer all the questions related to these concepts or 

operators that are some concepts used in English to deal modality. 

As a linguistic study, this part of the work aims to indicate the 

ways we have undertaken to write this research work. However, to 

complete the work at the right time, some researches have been 

done. For literary documentation, we have read books and 

documents containing some of these notions under study. We have 

also searched on the internet for definitions and explanations of 

some concepts in English.  

Moreover, we have done research in libraries such as the university 

library, the library of the English Department, the library of CLAD 

(Centre de Linguistique Appliquée de Dakar) and so and so forth. 

We have also gone to WARC (West African Research Center), 

IFAN (Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noire), and to other centers. 

Besides, several interviews with some English native speakers and 

other students who can speak English have been organized.  

The research has allowed us to have a lot of information and build 

our corpus. After the corpus building, we have moved on to the 

presentation and analysis of the data and we have ended up in some 

results. 

 Data Presentation 

The collection of data has helped us to have a clear presentation, 

analysis, and interpretation of our corpus data. The article provides 

new and authentic data drawn from a variety of documents, 

interviews, etc. that enable us to implement a new analytical 

approach of some operators of modality, which are different from 

modal auxiliaries. So, the data of the paper are composed of first-

hand and second-hand data.  The former are made up of some 

authentic documents, speeches, and interviews from where some 

information about some operators is taken and analyzed in order to 

bring some contribution to the field of the current study. The 

second-hand data consist of some insights analyses and research 

findings.  

These sets of collected and processed data provide an overview of 

these concepts regarded as operators of modality in English 

language. The data are made up of sentences, paragraphs, speeches, 

etc. adapted, elaborated, and analyzed in the current paper. The 

data analysis is based on various approaches, techniques, and or 

theories of scholars or schools such as the pragmatics.  

Operators of Modality 

The operators of modality are some concepts which are used to 

express modality in modern English grammar. Modality is, as 

Palmer (2009: 01) says, a valid cross-language grammatical 

category that can be the subject of a typological study. But, as far 

as this chapter is concerned, not all operators of modality are 

studied here, but some of them.  

HAVE TO 

Have to is an operator of modality which is used to express a lot of 

things. In this phrase the concept Have keeps its habitual syntactic 

properties. It can function as an ordinary verb and in so doing it 

goes with Do in the negative and interrogative forms. Thus, Have 

to is used to express: 

Obligation 

Have to expresses an obligation which does not depend on the 

enunciator personal opinion or wish. In other words, the enunciator 

does no oblige the grammatical subject to realize the predicate. The 

obligation emanates from an external source; hence it is called an 

objective obligation. It is sometimes called factual or external 

obligation or obligation coming from the context. Example: 

 Business is so bad that he has to sell the shop. 

They have to spend two hours reorganizing the plan. 

Necessity 

The operator Have to is also used to express a necessity. However, 

this necessity is regarded as neuter; meaning it does not depend on 

the enunciator. Example: 

You have to get up at six o’clock every morning. 

Bachelor students have to learn their lessons. 
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NB: In the negative form, Have to is used to express a lack of 

necessity.  

Probability 

Have to (in some rare cases) can express a probability or an 

absolute certainty, which can also be regarded as a strong logic 

necessity. The latter is most of the time based on an observation. 

Of course, she found the book; it had to be somewhere in the house 

(Larreya, 2014: 133) 

We spent I don’t know long on the safe […] We got through it had 

to be four in the morning. 

BE TO 

Be to is an operator of modality which is mainly used in the simple 

present (am, are, is to) and in the preterit (was, were to). It is used 

to express the accomplishment of the designated verb, which is 

planned in terms of the movement expressed by “To”. So, be to is 

used to express: 

Planned action 

When an action is planned to happen in the future (in relation to 

the time of speaking), the operator be to is used. In this case, it is 

translated into French by “devoir” and not “être….” 

The Minister of High Education is to visit the university next month 

They are to go to USA for their summer holiday. 

Obligation or order 

Be to can be used to express an order or an obligation emanating 

from the relationship between the grammatical subject and the 

predicate.   

The books are not to be taken out of the library (Larreya, 2014: 

133) 

He says you are to wait for him downstairs  

Condition 

The operator Be to is sometimes used in the subordinate condition 

clauses. In this context, it can be said to express a condition.   

If we are to succeed, we must stick together 

If he were to change jobs, he would probably become a mechanic. 

However, if be to is used in the conditional clauses in the preterit, 

there can be an inversion of the subject and the verb. In other 

words, the subject and the verb can be inverted. 

If he were to change jobs, he would probably become a mechanic. 

Were he to change jobs, he would probably become a mechanic. 

BE GOING TO 

Be going to is a phrase which is used in English grammar to show a 

movement (go) which is already in progress (be + ing) towards the 

realization of the event (to + infinitive of the verb). Thus, it can be 

used to express a group of circumstances which already exist. 

Look at those black clouds: it is going to rain. 

John has learned his lessons; he is going to pass his exam 

Determination or intention 

The operator be going to is used to indicate either determination on 

the part of the speaker or situations or arrangements that are unlike 

to be changed. It can also be used to express an intention which 

already exits.   

I am not going to tell you this again 

My daughter is going to be a grammar teacher  

Condition  

Be going to can be used in the conditional subordinate clauses 

introduced by if. In this case, it is said to express a conditional. 

If you want to pass your exam, you are going to learn hard 

If you are going to return to the same tube station you start from, 

buy a return ticket (Len Deighton’s London Diary) 

Future 

Be going to is an operator of modality which can be used to 

express a near future. With this phrase (be going to), the enunciator 

is always sure of what they plan; either because they have the 

indication of the enunciation situation, or because they have some 

knowledge about the events.  Anyway, the enunciator is involved 

in the realization of the predicative relation. 

I am going to faint 

I am going to make a few phone calls to find out and I will let you 

know what I have found (Bouscaren, 1991: 64) 

Be likely to 

Be likely to is an operator of modality which is used to express 

probability in modern English grammar. It is a phrase composed of 

three morphemes (be, likely, and to). So, to understand the 

functioning of this phrase, it is important not only to remind of the 

meaning of the adjective (likely) which it is formed but also to 

know how this adjective can be applied. It is an adjective 

(sometimes an adverb) that is applied to an occurrence. It is also 

important to know the meaning and the role of the other 

components.  

“Be” is an auxiliary which is likely to take the grammatical tense 

and be conjugated with the subject. By the conjugation, the 

enunciator imprints their mark and means that they dominate it, 

showing that they validate this mark. Thus the auxiliary, bearing 

this validation, participates in the enunciative domination and 

allows the enunciator to emphasize the participation of the 

grammatical subject to the realization of the predicate. As far as 

“to” is concerned, it can be said that it is an operator which plays a 

very important role in the sentence.  

According to Adamczewski (2004), “to” is neither a preposition 

nor an infinitive or a nominalization marker. It is an operator which 

intervenes in a fundamental grammatical operation, meaning the 

construction of a predicative relation. It determines the 

grammatical functions of the verb notion and of the noun that it 

puts into relation. “To” plays the role of predication handover in 

the impersonal proposition. It is said to set the relationship between 

the grammatical subject and the predicate. Still, the combination of 

these elements (be, likely, and to) will be of paramount importance 

in the predicative relation.  

She is likely to be over 25 years old. 

They are likely to win. 

All in all, be likely to is an operator of modality which is used, as it 

is said above, to express probability in modern English grammar. 

Through its use in the sentence, the enunciator, focusing on what 

they have observed, known or sensed, makes a calculation on the 

chances of the realization of the predicative relation that they 

regard as true (in positive statements).  
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Ought to 

Ought to is a marker of modality which functions as an operator of 

localization. The modality that is present in ought to comes, on the 

one hand, from the hypothetical use contained in the marker of the 

past (which never refers to the past) and, on the other hand, from 

“to” that shows the targeted action. Thus, ought to is used to 

express: 

Necessity or duty  

The operator ought to can be used to express a necessity regarded 

as neuter (not absolute). This non-absolute form of necessity is 

shown by the element of the preterit found in ought. Moreover, 

with this operator, the enunciator focuses on some external rules to 

observe objectively a situation. Afterward, they state the necessity 

that the grammatical subject has to realize the predicate.  

I think we ought to reach that question after we see what the 

reaction is … 

He ought to be at home by now. 

Obligation 

Ought to is sometimes used to express obligation. But this 

obligation is lessened. In other words, it is a weak obligation. The 

enunciator expresses the obligatory character in the realization of 

the predicative relation. However, unlike with should, this 

(lessened) obligation with ought to does not emanate from the 

enunciator but from external sources or from the context. 

You ought to give up smoking. 

He ought to do it much earlier. 

Need 

Need is a concept in modern English grammar which can be used 

as an operator of modality or as an ordinary verb. At first, the 

difference (between need as an operator and need as a verb) is in 

the syntax: you needn’t go (operator of modality); you don’t need 

to go (ordinary verb); Need I go? (operator), Do I need to go? 

(verb). Secondly, need, as an operator, has one and unique form 

(need). That is, there is no preterit. In addition, need (operator) is 

only found in negative, interrogative, and intro-negative 

statements. Finally, the operator need is different from the verb 

need in so far as it has a subjective orientation. So, need (operator 

of modality) is used to express: 

Necessity  

Need, as an operator of modality, can be used to express a 

necessity with a subjective orientation. The necessity depends, 

more or less, on the enunciator or co-enunciator (if it is a question). 

They give their opinion about the necessary realization of the 

predicative relation.  

We needn’t book a seat in advance. 

John needn’t go. 

Need I go?    

Obligation 

The operator of modality need can be used to express an 

obligation. But this obligation is regarded as a denied one. The 

enunciator (in negative statements) expresses their personal feeling 

or opinion. Furthermore, they can, not allow the grammatical 

subject to realize the predicate (the enunciator obliges the 

grammatical subject not to realize the predicate). They can also 

allow the grammatical subject not to realize the predicate as 

Larreya (2014) states it.  

You needn’t worry. 

He needn’t stay here.   

Dare 

Dare is, like need, a concept in modern English grammar which 

can be used as an operator of modality or as an ordinary verb. At 

first, the difference is in the syntax: you daren’t go (operator of 

modality); you don’t dare to go (ordinary verb); Dare he go? 

(operator), Does he dare to go? (verb). Secondly, dare, as an 

operator, has one and unique form (dare). But sometimes some 

people use it in the preterit. Finally, dare (operator) is only found 

in negative, interrogative, and intro-negative statements.  

He daren’t ask them what the problem is. 

Dare he ask them? 

Both verbs dare and need behave strangely in the English 

language. Quirk et al. (1985, 198) label them as Marginal models. 

The reason behind this is that both of these verbs have more than 

one behavior pattern. In certain cases, it could appear that both 

dare and need can be lexical verbs, but they can also appear to 

behave like modal auxiliary verbs. Since the previous example sets 

are correct, these two operators are unable to fit into the general 

auxiliary and lexical verb categories. However, there are two 

distinct homomorphic forms of both dare and need. The first one 

is that they behave as lexical verbs and the other one is that they 

can also behave as modal auxiliary verbs. 

Nevertheless, subject-auxiliary inversion is a basic property that is 

used to differentiate between modal auxiliary verbs and lexical 

verbs. In the two examples above, it is pointed out that the operator 

dare is used like a modal because it performs the inversion with 

the subject he. However, dare can, not perform inversion and as 

such, it is a lexical. As for need, it has two different behavior 

patterns like dare. At first, it undergoes a subject-auxiliary 

inversion in interrogative wordings, and in the second, it instead 

uses the do-operator for the inversion. 

Thus, there are two variants with need and dare operators, when 

they are lexical verbs: the to-infinitive and the bare infinitive. 

However, due to the fact that there are two variants of these lexical 

verbs, one that is complemented by the bare infinitive and one that 

is complemented by the to-infinitive, it is not easy to clearly 

determine their natures. However, what can help people distinguish 

the operator from the lexical verb is the use of “to” which is a 

preposition that cannot follow or precede a modal. 

Conclusion 
The study of modality in the English language has shown that there 

are many operators that are used to express the notion of modality. 

These operators can be divided into two groups: the modal 

auxiliaries and the other operators of modality. As for the latter, we 

have pointed out that they are various and are used in different 

ways. In addition, they express different ideas. Some of these 

operators (Have to, Be to, etc.) can express obligation. But unlike 

modal auxiliaries that express an obligation emanating from the 

enunciator, the idea of obligation expressed by the studied 
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operators comes from external sources. In other words, it is an 

obligation that does not come from the enunciator but from the 

context.  

These operators can also express a necessity with a subjective 

orientation (need) or with a neuter orientation (ought to) or an 

objective orientation (have to). However, the necessity with a 

subjective orientation can also be expressed by modal auxiliaries 

such as must.  Furthermore, through the study, we have noticed 

that, with the use of some of them (be going to), the enunciator can 

be involved in the realization of the predicative relation by being 

determined or committed. All in all, the operators under study are 

some concepts that are used to express modality. But contrary to 

modal auxiliaries, some these operators express, most of the time, 

ideas emanating from external sources or from the context.  
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