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Modal Adverbs – a Means  
for Conveying Judgements

Alena Kačmárová

Abstract
The paper deals with modal adverbs and aims to justify their being a means for conveying 
judgments. It consists of two parts – a theoretical overview and a sample of research into 
modal adverbs as modality markers. The theoretical part is an informative text aiming to 
delineate the notion of modal adverbs. The research part presents a study on their func-
tioning as modality markers communicating confidence in the truth value of the proposi-
tion and offers an inventory of such adverbs. 

Keywords: modality, narrow and broad modality, modality markers, modal adverbs, 
emphasizers, disjuncts      

1   Introduction
Czech/Slovak linguistic research has included studies on modality (and/or modal mea-
ning) since the middle of the last century. Their focus, however, has for the most part 
been on syntactic constructions and the expression of verbal mood. In the search for a 
comprehensive taxonomy of the phenomenon of modality I observed a gap in this kind of 
information. This prompted me to do desk research and, in doing so, to explore the nature, 
typology and inventory of modality with special focus on modality markers other than the 
category of mood. In the survey, I draw on past achievements of Czech/Slovak and non-
-Czech/Slovak linguists rather than on current trends. A truly thorough study by a Slovak 
linguist is that by Ďurovič (1956). Since there has been no Czech/Slovak publication that 
outweighs its significance to date, I believe that Ďurovič’s achievements and findings are 
still valid, even fifty years later. Other Czech and Slovak authors with contributions rele-
vant for the intentions of this paper are Erhart (1984) and Nižníková (1994); non-Czech/
Slovak authors providing ideas relevant for the intended taxonomy include Huddleston 
(1988), Palmer (1986), Siewierska (1991) and Coates (1983). 
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Matthews (2005: 228) defines modality as “[a] category covering either a kind of 
speech act or the degree of certainty with which something is said.” The semantic trait of 
confidence in the truth value of the proposition is an illustration of the subjective character 
of an utterance; it can be present in sentence structuring, vocabulary choice, or stylistic 
differentiation. Based on anecdotal evidence, the speech of a speaker of English, at least 
in comparison with a Slovak, exhibits more involvement, and is much richer in subjec-
tiveness markers. The inference that English is a language with a fascinating incidence of 
modality adverbs and evaluative words is supported by a comparative study carried out 
to examine the expression of epistemic modality (Panocová, 2008). Panocová came to the 
conclusion that the total number of modality markers was remarkably higher in the pro-
duction of native speakers of English than in non-native speakers’ production. The wealth 
of modality adverbs in English makes it possible for comprehensive research into modality 
markers to be undertaken. Paradis carried out a study (1994) on the lexical forms ‘quite’, 
‘rather’, ‘fairly’ and ‘pretty’ in contemporary spoken British English and she claims that 
they form a notional paradigm, namely that of compromisers within the category of degree 
modifiers. She defines them as “cognitive synonyms that occupy the middle of an abstract 
intensity scale, approximating a mean degree of another word” (1994, 157). Her study 
served as the impetus for studying the usage of modal adverbs and proposing a notional 
paradigm of modal adverbs.

Research on markers of broad modality necessitates suitable discourse. Communica-
tive situations marked with modality occur in both spoken and written modes of inter-
action, though they differ in frequency and intensity of occurrence. The principle that 
governed the choice of source material for the purposes of this study was the need for an 
insight into the common standard currently in use by speakers of English. This is faith-
fully observable in conversation, the most natural form of communication. Conversation 
implies the involvement of several parties; in this way several speaker styles are available, 
which adds to the authenticity and truth value of the data obtained. Consequently, internet 
chatting was chosen as the target discourse and the language of synchronous chatrooms 
was chosen as the target source for research purposes. The research corpus was composed 
of chat sessions, the transcripts of which were downloaded from www.lycos.com in April 
2003.

In section 1, it is my aim to examine the definition of modality, discuss modality in nar-
row and broad senses, and explore the inventory of broadly defined modality. Section 2 is 
a brief insight into chat discourse, the type of discourse that served as the research corpus. 
Section 3 presents research into modal adverbs communicating the meaning of confidence 
in the truth value of the proposition expressed; the aim is to arrive at notional paradigms 
of modal adverbs and introductory words and to produce an inventory of target modality 
markers for each grammatical function and phrase in which they occur.

2   Theorizing about Modality and Modality markers 
Modality is commonly referred to as modal meaning present in the deep sentence struc-
ture. Its omnipresence derives from a natural desire to encode the speaker’s subjective 
perception of the reality in the sentence and/or utterance. One way of treating a modal 
meaning is to consider objective and subjective modalities (the innermost facets of moda-
lity). As these terms suggest, objective modality is inherent to predication and reflects 
the relationship between the proposition of the utterance and the extra-linguistic reality; 
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subjective modality reveals the involvement of a speaker, hence the relationship concerned 
is that between the speaker and the proposition of the utterance (Encyklopédia jazykovedy 
1993: 278–279). Modality is generally defined as a means of expressing a relationship 
between a speaker and an utterance, in a stricter sense a speaker and the truth-value of an 
utterance. Hence it is neither objective (reflecting the relationship between the proposition 
of the utterance and the extra-linguistic reality) nor subjective (reflecting the relationship 
between the speaker and the proposition of the utterance), but resembles a triad consisting 
of a speaker with a subjective stance on the extra-linguistic reality utilizing means objec-
tively existing in the language. 

As Ďurovič (1956: 14) asserts, modality is the essential ‘predication-building’ con-
stituent since it determines the sentence type and structure. The attitude of a speaker 
(subjectiveness) is revealed through the application of attitudinal, persuasive and voli-
tional modalities that respectively take the form of a statement, an order, or a question 
(Nižníková, 1994). The speaker, the key element in the modality triad, can either present 
understanding/knowledge or contribute assessment of the situation. Modality is also pre-
sent in how the speaker expresses the truthfulness of the proposition of the utterance. It 
seems that identifying verbal and other-than-verbal indicators (i.e. those of predication 
and those of proposition) yields, respectively, narrow and broad definitions of modality. 
This is outlined in the following references, which aim to offer, in basic terms, a concept 
of narrow and broad modality.

Modality, in the narrow sense, for Erhart (1984: 117), is a context-sensitive selection 
of one of three gramemes – a statement, a question, and a wish. The norm is that the utter-
ance composed of the grameme ‘statement’ is formally realized as a declarative; the pres-
ence of the grameme ‘question’ is paralleled with the syntactic type of an interrogative; 
the grameme ‘wish’ is assigned to either imperatives or exclamatives. Some semblance of 
a mismatch can occur consistent with the communicative intentions. Whatever the case, it 
is obvious that we are dealing with modalities operating on a predication; hence bona fide 
modal forms are given prominence over other language means. This can be supported by 
quoting Lock (1996: 193): “A narrow definition of modality encompasses only the modal 
auxiliaries ... and their uses, and sometimes also adverbs functioning as Modal Adjuncts, 
such as possibly, probably, and certainly” [his italics and caps]. ‘Narrow’ modality can be 
equated with the modality of the predication center. 

Modality, in the broad sense, in Erhart’s  view (1984: 117), comprises ‘nuances’ in 
the formal realization of the utterance. A statement can be meant as a fact, a possibility, a 
subjective obligation (and/or request), an objective necessity, etc. Lock’s view is similar 
in that (1996: 193) “[a] broad definition would encompass all expressions of interpersonal 
meanings that lie between it is so and it is not so or between do it and don’t do it” [his ital-
ics]. The desired illocutionary force can also or primarily be arrived at by means other than 
those in a verbal complex, i.e. modal adverbs/adjectives/nouns, and the like. The language 
has at its disposal means not necessarily participating in forming the predication center, yet 
contributing to communicating the speaker’s stance toward the truth-value of the whole 
utterance or its part, i.e. communicating modal meaning (Ďurovič 1956: 25). Accordingly, 
‘broad modality’ means more than the modal meaning of the predication core. Its scope is 
expanded so as to include all possible manifestations of the subjective attitude of a speaker. 

Lexical items like modal adjectives and modal adverbs, evaluative and modal intro-
ductory words, and hedges are modality markers that do not belong in the predication 
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center. They do not take part in forming the grammatical predicate; this, however, does 
not exclude them from being in a relationship with the logical predicate (Ďurovič 1956: 
30). They operate on the proposition level in that they do not alter the propositional con-
tent; they merely modify it (deny, question, or confirm it). Huddleston’s (1988: 80) list 
of modal adjectives and modal adverbs includes “... modal adjectives, such as possible, 
likely, probable, certain, sure, necessary, and modal adverbs, such as perhaps, maybe, pos-
sibly and other derivatives from the adjectives” [his italics]. In Lock’s (1996: 193) view, 
expressions such as possibly, probably, and certainly (modal adjuncts, as he calls them) 
can sometimes be attributed to modality in the narrow sense; though he does not make it 
clear what ‘sometimes’ refers to. Lock (1996: 203) further maintains, “[m]odal Adjuncts 
are the second system of the grammar dedicated to the expression of modality. They are 
usually realized by adverbs such as certainly and possibly, but may also be realized by 
prepositional phrases such as without doubt and in all probability” [his italics]. Irrespec-
tive of how these expressions are labeled, the projected modal meaning derives from their 
lexical meaning (certainty, possibility, necessity, etc). 

Ďurovič (1956) pays meticulous attention to evaluative and modal introductory words. 
Although his study focuses on inflectional languages, it can also serve as the impetus for 
considering such expressions to be modality bearers in English, an analytical language. 
Interestingly enough, they compare well with what are termed ‘disjuncts’ in English. 
Ďurovič distinguishes between the two groups, suggesting that they are different in nature. 
What unites them, he claims, is that they map on an utterance that has already been ascribed 
modal meaning. What distinguishes them is that evaluative introductory words are indif-
ferent to the modality of the utterance, as opposed to modal introductory words. These 
can be easily located on a scale with the outermost points ‘yes’ and ‘no’, with ‘maybe’ in 
between. In other words, its position is somewhere between affirmation and negation. The 
result of its combination with the modal meaning of the predication center is the ultimate 
modality of the utterance (Ďurovič 1956: 27). The expressions in question are formally 
identical with modal adverbs. What makes them different is the position they take; they 
keep a distance from the predication center, expressing the stance of the speaker towards 
the utterance. Ďurovič’s examples can be translated in the following way: Unfortunately, I 
did not manage it. I’m really sorry I did not manage it (evaluative introductory words are 
in italics); Pavel must be back (the modal introductory word is in italics).

Modal meanings are necessarily linked with a particular set of modal markers; hence 
it is thanks to the appropriate modal markers that the addressee succeeds in identifying 
what a speaker intends to mean. Some utterances are overt manifestations of modal mean-
ing; others carry modal meaning with no explicit marker present. Either way, the predica-
tion and/or utterance are marked by modality; the different degree of a speaker’s commit-
ment to the truth-value of the utterance can be communicated. Many modal meanings are 
marked lexically, through modal markers residing in the lexicon, rather than grammati-
cally, by means of the grammatical category of mood. 

3   A Brief Insight into the Target Discourse 
Recent years have provided evidence that communication systems increasingly change the 
possibilities of verbal interaction and greatly affect the way in which people communicate. 
The internet provides a variety of ways to engage in virtual reality. Computer-mediated 
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communication comprises e-mail, synchronous chatgroups, asynchronous chatgroups, 
the Web, and virtual worlds, as outlined by Crystal (2001). Although he delimits the five 
situation types, Crystal admits a possible, and sometimes even unavoidable, overlap; for 
instance, we need to log onto a particular website to become a member of a discussion 
group. Each of the situation types exploits a distinctive set of language means, which is 
determined by its user/s.

The discourse of the internet represents a novel interaction, for most part on the bound-
ary between speech and writing. Internet chatting, in many respects, bears a resemblance 
to conversational language. Synchronous chatgroups available on the internet offer multi-
party interaction and connect people of different ages, interests, or intentions; this, together 
with the medium used, predetermines the choice of language means. Synchronous chat is 
a proving ground for considering a parallel between computer-mediated chat and face-to-
face conversation in terms of a rhetorical channel. Chat discourse, being in essence written 
language, is likely to be marked with ambiguity. In such a setting, the choice of lexis is 
made on the informal-neutral-colloquial scale; grammatical precision ranges from stand-
ard to slightly careless. Vocality, facial expressions, gestures, body posture, or proxemics 
are substituted by a vast array of symbols, acronyms, or other graphic conventions that 
aim to disambiguate the transmitted meaning and help the chat discourse approximate oral 
communication. 

The linkage between synchronous chat and face-to-face conversation provides a foun-
dation for the successful description of chatroom participants’ interaction. Essentially writ-
ten communication is established among those wishing to converse. What is at the very 
core here is either two-party or multiparty interaction which takes place between speaker/s 
– hearer/s; technically speaking between writer/s – reader/s. Two-party interaction applies 
in the case of private chat; multiparty interaction exists in public chatrooms/chatgroups. 
In the subsequent discussion, I focus on the interaction in chatgroups, the research corpus, 
and provide answers to the following questions: Who are the participants? What is their 
status? How is their interaction organized?

Who are the participants? The studied corpus consists of chat sessions taking place 
in real time and to a certain extent taking the form of an interview. These are moder-
ated events, in which the moderator serves as a mediator between the person interviewed 
and those submitting questions and comments. The moderator is the Lycos website staff 
member assigned particular power to control the course of the ‘conversation’. The person 
interviewed is a celebrity pursuing a career in arts and entertainment (to name some, W. 
Valderama – That 70’s Show, A. Davoli – The Sopranos, R.D. Anderson – Stargate SG-1, 
J. Gray – Men are from Mars..., C. Aguilera). People with computer access to the site, crav-
ing to have the interviewee answer their questions, or merely wishing to contribute their 
views, moral support or expressions of affection, represent the third party. Access to the 
internet from any place in the world and the phenomenon of anonymity (see below) might 
raise the question of who the participants are in terms of nationality. The interviewers, in 
a way, form a virtual community. What connects them is a shared interest in pursuing a 
discussion on shared issues; hence mutual knowledge is a prerequisite for an engagement. 
Moreover, what binds them together and makes them members of such a community is the 
awareness of the comparative distinctiveness and the ability to abide by the stereotypes of 
the generated text.
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What is their status? In the triadic participant structure of the chat, an uneven balance 
can be noticed among the three parties in that their status is not equally identifiable. The 
discourse concerned is a paragon of discrepancy in self-identification on the parts of an 
interviewee and interviewers. The latter form an in-group audience whose real identity 
cannot be traced, as opposed to the former whose presence is the very impetus for the 
chat to take place; and this implies general familiarity with the interviewee’s background. 
The events moderator has, in this respect, a special position originating in his/her rela-
tive anonymity and compliance with the linguistic or other behavior in accord with the 
assigned role. The issue of anonymity vs. identifiability is one of the features peculiar to 
public synchronous chat. CMC is a situation where people choose to make themselves 
either anonymous or identifiable to others. The participants’ social status is typically left 
unrevealed unless one chooses to expose such information. The revelation can be made 
during an exchange of messages, or some nicks might serve as prompts; however, this 
information cannot be taken for granted. Such disclosure, as exemplified below, might 
make available information on the participant’s name, geographical location, age, or pref-
erence in entertainment options. 

 
anna_miles: Do you miss anything when you are on tour (or anyone :) 
Sblover: Do you know anything about Sweden? Have you been there? It’s a nice 

country! 
Pamela0: Susan, we still have SB in Ireland and I think you did such a great job. 
Minneapolis_Mighty: Can you talk about your new song ‘Safe’ a little? I love it. 

Keep chillin’. 
billabong101: What did your parents think of the movie [Aus word]
Events Moderator: I have a 14-year-old daughter. Do you think this film’s 

appropriate for that age level?
survivorlover: Who was your favorite teammate? 

Public chat, because it provides a chance to be unidentified, endows the interactants 
with space for equitable communication and allows for a lesser degree of conformity to 
norms and expectations. The participants do not feel intimidated (as might sometimes be 
the case in face-to-face conversation), and they engage in a keen fashion, irrespective of 
possible cultural differences.

How is their interaction organized? As already mentioned, the chat analyzed here is a 
moderated event bearing a resemblance to a conversation or an interview. The person to be 
interviewed is announced in advance in a calendar of events provided by the Lycos web-
site. Those who wish to be members of a chatgroup submit their contributions; these come 
to the moderator before they are passed on to the guest. Control over the conversation is 
undertaken by the moderator, whose role Crystal (2001: 133) particularizes in the follow-
ing way: “Moderators exercise varying amounts of power – for example, deciding whether 
a message to appear or not. Other groups allow their moderator to have editing as well 
as filtering powers...” The conversational nature of the interaction within the chatgroup 
entails a dialogic structure. The three parties are engaged in an exchange of meanings in a 
turn-taking pattern. “Turn-taking is determined through a dynamic collaboration between 
the participants” (Freiermuth, 2001: 170). In computer-mediated chats, however, turn-
taking is fixed by the channel, not handled by speakers. In face-to-face conversation this 
is natural, and hence takes place unconsciously. In communication through a computer, 
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however, it is administered by the system and controlled by the moderator (if a moderator 
is present). In both domains, logical organization requires adjacency pairs, i.e. questions 
are followed by answers, comments by appreciation or refusal, etc.; “... adjacency pairs 
are seen as sequentially implicative because this is how they are treated in talk” (Schiffrin, 
1988: 268–9). The ways speakers indicate a turn exchange in traditional communication 
can range from eye contact through remaining silent to directly addressing the addressee. 
In the chat analyzed here, turn-taking cues are in the hands of the moderator who receives 
the contribution, has the guest reply, and relays that to all logged-in users.

By virtue of its distinctiveness, computer-mediated communication has established a 
noteworthy position in the communication system. Its possibilities merit linguistic con-
templation, and its language material represents invaluable evidence of language dynam-
ics. I consider this kind of discourse suitable for analysis owing to its being informal, often 
emotive, and providing a forum for an unlimited number of interactants. The moderator 
has control over the event but not over the actual language utilized by ‘speakers’, which 
adds to its value as a source for the present study. The linguistic means of the chat analyzed 
here are influenced by and derived from oral forms of communication, which has certain 
characteristic features. These are associated with vocality, conversationality, familiarity, 
contextuality and expressiveness, five features proposed by Mistrík (1997: 502–7). A brief 
commentary on each of them, supplemented with examples, is provided below.

Vocality is a defining feature of oral communication; yet, as Mistrík admits, its mani-
festation through the written mode is also possible. Vocality is linked with prosodic fea-
tures that have a significant share in communicating meaning. The vocality projected in 
the written form automatically brings about wordiness, capitalization, or successive recur-
rent usage of graphemes or punctuation marks in order to substitute for the indication of 
prominent units or emotion-laden intonation patterns.

The Band Travis: I’m absolutely, definitely psyched!
shoter350: Leigh Nash, I am a HUGE fan of the song you sing INNOCENTE..
GoOdChArLoTtE_826: OK PEACE OUT...................I LOVE YOU GUYS!!!!!! 

SOOOOOOO MUCH!

Conversationality implies the dialogic mode of a conversation, which is inherently 
associated with contact-establishing means, such as address (hypocoristic addressing of 
guests being very common) [1], evaluation comments [2], politeness strategies [3], dis-
course markers [4], as well as those providing feedback [5].

ukkev5: Peter [1], do you appear on British television?
Events_Moderator:  I hate to say it [3], but we have to wrap this up in a few 

minutes We’ll take just a few more questions and comments.
Events_Moderator: Well [4], folks, it’s time to wrap up the chat! Thanks, J.C…
left_philly: Will you do a promotion tour in Germany? 
Lisa_Lopes: Absolutely! [2/5]

  
Familiarity is linked with a private setting which tolerates lexical and grammatical 

slips. Though this is not the case in the chat analyzed here, such discourse supplies many 
instances of such imprecision. Crystal (2001: 165) provides the following observation: 
“Grammar is chiefly characterized by highly colloquial constructions and non-standard 
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usage, often following patterns known in other dialects or genres ... Nonce formations are 
common – running words together into a compound, or linking several words by hyphens. 
Word play is ubiquitous. New jargon emerges.”  

Sherrie_Austin: I’ve managed to have a career doing what I love to do. Get up 
everyday and sing and write songs. I can’t think of anything I love to do 
more. [missing ‘that]

Corbin_Bernsen: ... I had different role models. My mother on a professional 
level, Walt Disney on a creative level, and the Beatles on a musical level 
[missing a copular verb]

Evan_Dorkin: ... I thought the book would be more well received by them than the 
Harvey’s, but you never know about these things. [‘better’]

AJs_sis_69: ... I have this one big question that’s been eating me since the day ... 
[slang]

Contextuality in the discourse entails the participants’ awareness of the situation and 
the issues talked about, and is clearly exhibited by their relevant contributions. A single 
utterance like exgoose2: And then some into the ‘80s! does not say much about the 
topic and/or standpoint discussed. The involvement of the speaker and the shared knowl-
edge allows for successful interpretation of elliptical structures, or deixis. 

lilGouki: How many episodes of Batman Beyond did you do? Evan_Dorkin: Just 
one. And Sarah and co-wrote Splicers. ... [ellipsis]

Brandy: … I just can’t wait to hold her in my arms. [deixis]

Expressiveness mirrors the speaker’s attitude toward the communicated idea. The pos-
sibility to act without any feelings of apprehension and inhibition frees the interactants to 
express their attitudes or emotions. Diminutives, augmentatives, interjections, emphatic 
expressions, multiple use of a grapheme within a lexical unit – these are some of the lan-
guage devices included in the inventory of expressive means.

  
con-artistry: I would love to see you in concert! You are absolutely fantastic. 

Love, Helen. 
Karri_Ann_Allrich: Wow! I love that symbol! You must feel stuck.
Jennifer_Blanc: Never give up! Perseverance is *the* most important. 
Eartha_Kitt: ... so all I can say now is . . . RRRRRROWWWWWW!

The five features capturing the essence of private, spontaneous conversation prove to 
be, with some adaptation, quite relevant in chat discourse. This is becoming more of an 
issue nowadays, as the arrival of new communication technology has cast doubt upon tra-
ditional approaches to language-in-use description. The rhetorical mode of the discourse 
echoes the verbal performance that is traceable to oral communication. 
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4   Research on Modality Adverbs 
4.1   The Background of the Research
The Target Modal Meaning 
Communication comprises different communicative situations in which the information 
presented reflects the speaker’s evaluation of the extra-linguistic reality. Ideas are by no 
means meant to be equal as to the validity, persuasiveness, or emotions conveyed. Spea-
kers subconsciously interrelate what they say with how they feel about it; that is to say the 
evaluation of the extra-linguistic reality reveals our feelings and attitudes. The markers 
present in the surface structure mark the utterance as subjective and evaluative and at the 
same time carry certain modal meanings. Various modal meanings can be expressed in 
an utterance (inference, confidence, judgment, possibility, necessity, likelihood, require-
ment, or ability, etc.). I carried out a study to observe the expression of epistemic modality 
focusing on modal adverbs carrying the meaning of confidence in the truth value of the 
proposition. 

Target Modality Markers
Mere sentence building is governed by the speaker’s attitude to the core information. Nar-
rowly viewed modality can be equated with the modality of the predication center, and 
thus is expressed by means of modal verbs, each bringing a particular modal meaning, e.g. 
can (the meaning of possibility or permission), must (that of obligation), should (obliga-
tion or advisability), etc. Broadly defined modality means more than the modal meaning 
of the predication core. Its scope is expanded so as to include all possible manifestations 
of the subjective attitude of a speaker; it can be expressed through interrogatives, impera-
tives, negation, modal adverbs, evaluative and modal introductory words, or hedges. This 
research focuses on modal adverbs and evaluative and modal introductory words.

Modal adverbs (cf Huddleston 1988) and evaluative and modal introductory words 
(cf Ďurovič 1956) are lexical devices functioning as markers of modality. They represent 
notions which in English grammar are termed emphasizers and disjuncts (cf Greenbaum et 
al 1990). In order to bridge the two terminological approaches, the following lines briefly 
describe the grammatical position and justify my decision to identify modal adverbs with 
emphasizers and introductory words with disjuncts.

The grammatical position (based on Greenbaum et al 1990, Quirk et al 1985) treats 
adverbials with respect to the grammatical function that they fulfill in a clause. Generally, 
four grammatical functions of adverbials are identified – adjuncts, subjuncts, disjuncts and 
conjuncts. Though both adjuncts and subjuncts are elements typified by being integrated 
into the structure of a sentence, they are different in nature. The former seem to be equal to 
other sentence elements, while the latter are seen to have a subordinate role, that of adding 
further information, explanation or ideas into a passage that would be complete without 
this extra information. Disjuncts and conjuncts, by contrast, occupy a more peripheral 
position in the sentence. Disjuncts are superordinate to the rest of the sentence. Position-
wise, they are detached from the other elements, and they provide an observation, a per-
sonal comment on the content and truth value of what has been said. Conjuncts serve at 
once to connect two separate utterances and to express the semantic relationship obtaining 
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between them (e.g. that of time or contingency) (Quirk et al 1985: 501–647). The lexical 
units presently under focus are subjuncts, strictly speaking emphasizers and disjuncts. 

Lexical units referred to as emphasizers can be attributed to subjuncts with the seman-
tic role of modality. As Quirk et al (ibid) put it, adverbials of modality can change the truth 
value of a sentence, and they can do so in three ways: they can emphasize, approximate, 
or restrict, which can be respectively exemplified by ‘certainly’, ‘probably’ and ‘only’. 
Emphasizers enter into a partnership with non-gradable expressions. In a way, they are 
similar to intensifiers in that they add to the force of their partner expressions. They are 
even similar to disjuncts in that they comment on the utterance. The alteration of the truth 
value of a sentence is a consequence of their presence, largely in mid-position. Disjuncts 
are distinguished from other adverbials by their superiority over the other sentence ele-
ments. As Quirk et al (1985) put it, it is not their form which makes them different from 
adjuncts or even from subjuncts, nor is it the positions in which they are placed – it is their 
ability and/or inability to operate as the focus of a cleft sentence, to become the focus 
of focusing subjuncts, to come within the scope of predication or pro-forms, and to be 
elicited by question forms, i.e. the four features defining an adjunct and not applicable to 
disjuncts. By making an observation on the actual content of an utterance and on its truth 
value, disjuncts serve as a means of communicating certainty or evaluation. For most part 
they appear in the initial position, clearly detached from the rest of the sentence, but the 
mid-position is not rare either (Quirk et al 1985: 504, 612). 

Discussion of target modality markers is typically associated with positive contexts, 
i.e. a positive predication. Negation, being a modality marker itself, is not included in the 
corpus analysis. Negative contexts, or negative predications, bring about a shift in the 
meaning of the utterance. Typically, if an emphasizer accompanies a negative verb form, 
the achieved effect is different from what it would be otherwise. It seems that negation 
rests upon a specific set of language means serving the purpose of emphasis. Celce-Murcia, 
Larsen-Freeman (1983: 101) maintain that “[s]entences with a ‘no determiner’ in the verb 
phrase such as ‘We had no rain since March’ or an indefinite pronoun beginning with ‘no-’ 
in the verb phrase such as ‘I saw no one’ function semantically as emphatic counterparts of 
sentences … with not or n’t and some form of ‘any’ in the verb phrase” [their small caps]. 
Bearing in mind the complexity of the semantic change that accompanies a shift from a 
positive to a negative linguistic environment; negative predications were not included in 
this research. Even so, negative structures are marginally commented on where relevant.

Research Aims
The research draws on corpus-based observations and aims to survey lexical modality 
markers and to observe their collocational range and the valence patterns within which 
they occur in order to propose a tentative notional paradigm of modality adverbs and eva-
luative and modal introductory words. Since postulating a paradigm necessitates defining 
the linguistic features that delineate the members of a paradigm, the primary aim is to 
define the features on both paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes1 (cf Paradis 1994).

Data collecting and processing 
The paper presents findings on the use of emphasizers and disjuncts expressing the mea-
ning of confidence in the truth value of the proposition. The corpus material (297 606 
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words) was studied to collect structures with the target adverbs. The study of the corpus 
provided 25 lexical items:

absolutely
actually
appropriately
basically
certainly

clearly
definitely
essentially
interestingly
largely

literally
naturally
obviously 
perfectly
possibly 

precisely 
purely
really
seriously
simply 

surprisingly
totally
truly
unusually
virtually

These were considered in accordance with the criteria set for forming a notional para-
digm of modal adverbials. The corpus was studied to collect examples of emphasizers 
and disjuncts, which were subsequently grouped according to the phrases in which they 
occurred. The following phrases were considered: adverbial phrase, adjectival phrase, noun 
phrase, prepositional phrase, and verb phrase. The research attempted to identify possible 
properties shared by adverbials (adverbs) on both paradigmatic and syntagmatic axes, i.e. 
respectively semantic traits and positional characteristics. The goal was set to delineate a 
notional paradigm for (1) modal adverbs and (2) evaluative and modal introductory words. 

1. The paradigm of modal adverbs is to be formed based on the shared semantic trait 
of confidence in the truth value of the proposition, and the grammatical function 
of emphasizer.

2. The paradigm of evaluative and modal introductory words is to be formed based 
on the shared semantic trait of confidence in the truth value of the proposition, and 
the grammatical function of disjunct.

The following section consists of five subsections each devoted to a particular phrase 
(adverbial/adjectival/noun/prepositional/verb phrase). The subsections follow the same 
structure; they consist of corpus findings and samples. If useful, a remark on negative 
structures is added. The occurrence of modality markers in the corpus material is presented 
in graphs. The effect projected by them is specified by referring to the semantic roles 
defined for adverbials, i.e. emphasizer (E) and disjunct (D), and is presented in tables.

4.2   Research Findings 
4.2.1   Adverbial Phrase
Findings
An adverbial phrase is composed of head and modifier; both functions are performed by an 
adverbial. The classic position that an adverbial phrase occupies is within a verb phrase; 
the adverb affects the lexical unit that directly follows it. The study of the corpus provided 
adverbial phrases with 4 emphasizers (modal adverbials) and 3 disjuncts (introductory 
words). 



18

LINGUISTICS AND TRANSLATION STUDIES

Graph 1 The occurrence of modality markers in an adverbial phrase
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Table 1 The inventory of modality markers in an adverbial phrase

EMPHASIZERS absolutely, actually, certainly, really 

DISJUNCTS basically, essentially, obviously

Corpus samples
Emphasizers 

The_Band_Fuel: Inspiration can come from absolutely anywhere. 
colobos0: … The sound really blow me away. [18/49]Duncan_Sheik: It’s actually just 

the vocal that’s running through a Leslie…
Glenn_Close: It’s certainly very different from being an actor {laughs}… 
Daniel_Quinn: ... And this is really almost beyond their control …

Disjuncts
Ricky_Manning: ... The title basically just means, that they like me . . I guess. 
William_Gazecki: Yes, there have been a small number of reports, again, mostly 10 

or 15 years ago, of people being essentially very near or in the circle.
The_Outer_Limits: Pen: It would be MGM’s choice and we would obviously only 

do it if we had a story that we felt worked as well in that medium as our 
shows work on the small screen.

4.2.2   Adjectival Phrase
Findings
An adjectival phrase involves an adjective and an adverb functioning as head and modifier 
respectively. The phrase typically occurs within a verb phrase, yet the position in a subject 
phrase is also possible. The adverb keeps the immediate company of a right-hand partner, 
an adjective. The study of the corpus provided adjectival phrases with 15 emphasizers 
(modal adverbs) and 6 disjuncts (introductory words). 
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Graph 2 The occurrence of modality markers in an adjectival phrase
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Table 2 The inventory of modality markers in an adjectival phrase

EMPHASIZERS actually, certainly, clearly, definitely, largely, literally, perfectly, possibly, 
precisely, purely, really, simply, truly, unusually, virtually

DISJUNCTS appropriately, arguably, basically, essentially, interestingly, obviously, 
surprisingly

Corpus Samples 
Emphasizers

jack_citie: Lmao.. Chevelle.. you guys are actually good for a new band, so I won’t 
mock you.. but.. Can I ask you who you are touring with?

Leonard_Maltin: I don’t think they’ve been shy in the slightest. But they are 
certainly aware that other, large scale movies are opening before then...

Stephen_E_Brock: Let me say this about faith. A resilient belief system, or faith, is 
clearly powerful in helping any individual cope with adversity. … 

ym_Prom_Fashion: YES!! African-American skin looks beautiful with primary 
colors. Red is definitely the perfect choice for you. And again, don’t forget 
the red lipstick! :)

enter_the_zone: … the band was largely ignored by the commercial vulture?
John_Gray: … The pace of life is so stressful today, women by nature tend to be 

more considerate of the needs of others. They are literally more aware of 
what’s going on around them, particularly in terms of other’s personal needs. 
…

YM_Prom_Beauty_and_Hair: … and either one is perfectly appropriate for prom 
… 
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ASKPearlJam Ed_vacuation-guest says: What do you guys enjoy most about being 
in the studio together, creating quite possibly the BEST MUSIC EVER!!!!!!!? 

Rob_Brezsny: An excellent question is one that by definition is precisely appropriate 
for the woman that you’re talking to. ...

Duncan_Sheik: I think these days I’ve been trying to write lyrics that are just purely 
descriptive of certain sets of experiences that may happen to me in a given 
day or a given hour…

O-TOWN_Chat - Dan: I play WAY too much XBox nowdays! It can get really 
addictive.

saturn_78: ... Are you simply handed the script and embellish it with your own 
ideas…?

LMNT-Bryan: That was truly an amazing experience…
Dirk_Been: … and it’s well documented for its unusually high population of 

snakes...
Morty_Lefkoe: It is virtually impossible to change your behavior permanently if 

you don’t change your beliefs first.

Disjuncts
ym_Prom_Fashion: ... Try a white strappy sandle and a bright white handbag, and 

maybe even a white floral corsage. It will lighten up the black dress and 
make it look appropriately summery.

SunsetHals: Do you ever feel like you missed out on your childhood or on being a 
typical kid, or were you able to live a basically normal teenage life?

ChuckNevitt: Isn’t the parody genre tired? Wasn’t the film you’re essentially 
spoofing - Scream - a parody itself?

Eartha_Kitt: Yes, I’m very glad to do this, it’s very interestingly funny to me. It’s 
something NEW in my life. It’s convinced me that I should have learned 
technology! ...

zorg_5e: If they are aliens, are they obviously way smarter than us, and ?
Rob_Schneider: A lot of these animals were surprisingly easy to work with. ... 

Negative structures 
The following examples exhibit structures which have a negative element as part of the 
predication, yet are classified as evaluation-providing. The adverb occurs within the verb 
phrase immediately before the negative element. Such a position of an adverb reveals the 
speaker’s intention to give emphasis and call attention to the opposite of what is being 
said, and earns the adverb the tag of emphasizer.

Events_Moderator: True. He was definitely not a warm and friendly kind of guy.
Michael_Reaves: … In fact, I’m really not *qualified* for any other type of job! …

4.2.3   Noun Phrase
Findings
The head-and-modifier structure of a noun phrase has various realizations. In the noun 
phrases analyzed here, the function of a modifier is taken by an adverb; the head can be a 
single-word lexical unit, i.e. a noun (a pronoun or a determiner), a multiple-word expres-
sion, or a noun group with modifier–head–qualifier structure. Some structures are on the 
boundary with those classified as adjectival phrases. Nevertheless they are included in this 
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section, because in effect the modifiers relate to the whole group rather than to the unit 
immediately following it. The study of the corpus provided noun phrases with 11 empha-
sizers (modal adverbs) and 3 disjuncts (introductory words). 

Graph 3 The occurrence of modality markers in a noun phrase
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Table 3 The inventory of modality markers in a noun phrase

EMPHASIZERS absolutely, actually, certainly, clearly, definitely, literally, possibly, purely, 
really, truly, virtually

DISJUNCTS basically, essentially , obviously

Corpus Samples 
Emphasizers

Ronnie_Marmo: It was actually the summer that the Dodger’s left Brooklyn. ...
Sean_Gibbon: … and you should be able to find it online, certainly all the chain 

bookstores. ‘

Daniel_Quinn: … As such, it was clearly a novel of education or a teaching novel. 
...

Leigh_Nash: ... and it was definitely the band’s choice as well. ...
James_Patterson: ... I’ve had this come to me literally 1000s of times since the story. 

...
Eric_Levin: ... That was possibly a backlash against ‘70s political correctness. 
jasonsstormx: …Under the hockey mask, is it purely makeup, another mask or 

what?
Vanessa_Angel: It was a blast! They are really fun guys... 
xfilegrl42 : Hello Mr. Patterson: This is truly an honor. I absolutely love your novels. 

...
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Morty_Lefkoe: ... Virtually everybody who goes through all the steps of the process 
will eliminate the belief …

Disjuncts
wilmer_valderrama: Actually, the 70’s Show and bascially any sitcom has probably 

the best schedule in the industry.
Barry_Pepper: ... But that’s essentially the problem with the judicial system ...
Darnell_M._Hunt: Well, obviously all of us who are considered citizens of this 

nation are …

Negative structures
The following structures exemplify an adverb directly affecting a negative pronoun or 
determiner. The impact communicated is that of emphasizing or providing evaluation. The 
prevailing order of elements is such that a negative element follows an adverb, though this 
is not necessarily so. With a pronoun or determiner as a head, the adverb keeps its function 
of emphasizer and disjunct irrespective of its position in relation to the negative element. 

Daniel_Quinn: The renaissance transformed Europe, but there was absolutely no 
plan there, no program.

Andrew_Davoli: Yes, it’s actually not this film. 
Yehuda_Berg: ...Create a robot from basically nothing,...
Vanessa_Angel: I’m not a BAD cook. {laughs} But I’m certainly not a chef. ...
Sarah_Tomczak: Kelly is speechless! Justin is definitely no loser, though. Both 

performers were amazing!
SPEAKER_SoapOperaGuest: Most people will be very cool about it, so there are 

really not a lot of downsides.
Daniel_Quinn: ... But at the moment, there is simply no place for them in the system.
Stargate_SG1-Richard: ... there are virtually no limits to what can be done.

4.2.4   Prepositional Phrase
Findings
In the studied prepositional phrases, the functions of modifier and head are performed 
respectively by an adverb and a prepositional group – the latter consisting of a preposition 
and a noun group. The study of the corpus provided prepositional phrases with 5 empha-
sizers (modal adverbs) and 2 disjuncts (introductory words). The sample within negative 
phrases exemplifies ‘absolutely’ in the prepositional phrase functioning as an emphasizer 
when preceding a negative element.
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Graph 4 The occurrence of modality markers in a prepositional phrase
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Table 4 The inventory of modality markers in a prepositional phrase
EMPHASIZERS actually, certainly, definitely, literally, really

DISJUNCTS basically, surprisingly

Corpus Samples
Emphasizers

Janusz_Kaminski: ... No delays whatsoever. We actually finished ahead of schedule. 
Tom_Loreto: I’m certainly in contact with all my colleagues, techniques. ...
wilmer_valderrama: Well, I’m definitely into the process of lighting a lot. ... 
BlessidUnionOfSouls: Jeff: Wausau, Wisconsin was off the hook; completely, 

literally, off the hook.
zpiel: Are homeless people really “beyond civilization” if they still depend on 

civilization’s spillover for their survival?

Disjuncts 
Ronnie_Marmo: ... It was basically like high school, but we all got paid for being 

there...
Chuck_Campbell: You’re right on that one! I got into acting surprisingly by mistake.

Negative structures 
michael37110: Did he kill himself because of the argument or was it more? 
Suzane_Northrop: Absolutely not because of the argument...

4.2.5   Verb Phrase
Findings
A verb phrase necessitates a different treatment than that given to the phrases discussed 
so far, since it consists of a head and its component, but not necessarily a modifier. The 
head is realized by a verb form (single or complex); a whole range of syntactic partners 
occupies the position of components – noun phrase, adjectival phrase, adverbial phrase, 
or prepositional phrase. The typical position of modal adverbs is next to the word that 
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they qualify. The study provided verb phrases with 12 emphasizers (modal adverbs) and 4 
disjuncts (introductory words). 

Graph 5 The occurrence of modality markers in a verb phrase
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Table 5 The inventory of modality markers in a verb phrase

EMPHASIZERS actually, certainly, clearly, definitely, literally, possibly, really, seriously, 
simply, totally, truly, virtually

DISJUNCTS basically, essentially, naturally, obviously

Corpus Samples
Emphasizers

Toby_Keith: We actually are doing meet and greets, a lot of them are for radio and 
some winners. 

Ben_FoldS: Well, that certainly is a great thing and a great compliment. ...
John_Gray: {laughs} I think you’re right, and in my lectures women clearly take a 

lot more notes.
Ben_Gillies: I think not being able to tour for this album will definitely affect the 

success of it...
Events_Moderator: I’ve literally grown up watching the MDA Telethon...
Ron_Perlman: I was trying to stay as lean as I possibly could. ...
Tom_Lenk: ... I have a great part that I love on a series that I really admire...
Wesley_Jonathan: I seriously was watching Everwood the other day… 
Pam_Spurr: ... Simply enjoy the moment of those dreams…
7on_McLean: That was the hardest thing I ever had to do. It totally frustrated me...
Michelle_Williams: I liked it, you know, and then you know of course, I truly 

missed my sisters.
Daniel_Quinn: ... The industrial revolution has virtually taken over the world and it 

too was not done with any plan...
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Disjuncts
SPEAKER_SoapOperaGuest: (Josh) If you really don’t flaunt it, you can basically 

sneak through anywhere. 
Tracy_Hogg: … If you show emotion to the spitting, the child essentially observes 

that as attention… 
Stephen_E_Brock: …Recognize that even though teens are naturally moving away 

from their parent’s guidance... 
Sasha: … However, there are obviously some instances that I know work really, 

really well.

Negative structures
The corpus provided the following negative structures. In a pre-negative-element position, 
the function that the adverbs fulfill is that of an emphasizer and/or a disjunct. Two adverbs 
(actually, really) occurred in a post-negative-element position; ‘actually’ keeps the same 
function in both positions, ‘really’ performs the function of emphasizer vs. adjunct. 

pre-negative-element position:
J.C._MacKenzie: God forbid, no! I’m absolutely not. I couldn’t be more different 

from him. ...
James_Patterson: … I actually didn’t like to read in high school, and then when I 

was around 19, I started reading everything ... 

Peter_Guralnick: I certainly have never heard that.
Michelle_Williams: ... I definitely don’t want to impose my beliefs on everyone…
Mandy_Moore: … Gosh, … I would just tell you, you know, obviously not to give 

up...
Lucy_Woodward: ... I can’t comment about Rachel, because I really don’t know her. 
John_Gray: ... He may simply not know how to respond or relate to this expression. 

...
Brandy: ... If I could use another avenue to get my music heard, I would totally 

not be in the business. I love doing what I do, but I don’t love being in this 
business.

post-negative-element position:
Lucy_Woodward: … I really am glad we got the opportunity to do this. I’ve never 

actually done this before, and I feel like we’re talking on the phone, so thank 
you so much and keep in touch!

Evan_Dorkin: I don’t really get to do much topical material owing to my schedule. 
…

5   Conclusion
The research made it possible to arrive at a list of lexical items capable of operating as 
modality markers. Table 6 presents notional paradigms of modal adverbs and evaluative 
and modal introductory words, as well as adverbials functioning as both modal adverbials 
and introductory words. Graph 6 presents their incidence in the studied corpus.
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Table 6 Notional paradigms of modal adverbs and introductory words
Modal adverbs 
(grammatical function 
of emphasizers)

Evaluative and modal 
introductory words
(grammatical function of disjuncts)

Adverbials 
functioning 
as both 

absolutely
actually
certainly
clearly
definitely
literally
perfectly
possibly

precisely
purely
really
seriously
simply
totally
truly
virtually

absolutely
actually
appropriately
basically
certainly
clearly
definitely
essentially
interestingly 

naturally
obviously
really
seriously
surprisingly
totally
truly
unusually

absolutely 
actually certainly 
clearly definitely 
really seriously 
totally
truly

Graph 6 The incidence of modal adverbs in the studied corpus
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Table 7 provides an inventory of adverbials for grammatical functions of emphasizers and 
disjuncts and for a sentence unit. Graph 7 presents the overall frequency of modal markers 
in particular phrases.
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Table 7 The inventory of the target modality markers for each grammatical function and 
a valence pattern

Adv P Emphasizers actually, certainly, really
Disjuncts basically, essentially, obviously

Adj P
Emphasizers actually, certainly, clearly, definitely, literally, perfectly, possibly, 

precisely, really, truly

Disjuncts appropriately, basically, essentially, obviously, surprisingly, 
unusually, 

NP Emphasizers absolutely, actually, certainly, clearly, definitely, literally, possibly, 
purely, really, truly, virtually

Disjuncts essentially , obviously

PP Emphasizers actually, certainly, definitely, literally, really
Disjuncts basically, surprisingly

VP Emphasizers actually, certainly, clearly, definitely, literally, possibly, really, 
seriously, simply, totally, virtually

Disjuncts basically, essentially, naturally, obviously

Graph 7 The overall frequency of modal markers in particular phrases
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This paper addresses modal markers; drawing on the fact that each utterance is modal-
ized, it was considered what lexical means could participate in communicating modal 
meaning. Whether or not a speaker chooses to refer to the reality by means of overtly 
present modal markers, it does not impose any variation whatsoever on the status of the 
extra-linguistic reality concerned. In utterances with modal markers we are presented with 
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how a speaker perceives reality rather than the reality itself, for example He is there vs. He 
is certainly there – the truth-value of the former is considered higher than that of the latter. 
The communicative intention is a decisive factor that manifests a degree of commitment 
to the truth value of a communicated idea. No matter what kind of modal meaning is to 
be transmitted, by and large it carries information about a speaker and their attitudes and 
feelings, and creates a spirit of genuine (or less genuine) involvement in a communicative 
situation. 

Notes
1 Paradis (1994: 157) maintains that they form a paradigm on account of common features from both para-

digmatic and syntagmatic points of view. In her words, “They are all polysemous and polyfunctional words, 
whose meanings are determined by a crucial semantic trait ‘to a moderate degree’ on the paradigmatic axis, 
and by a semantic-syntactic, selection-licensing mechanism on the syntagmatic axis.”
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