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SEMANTIC DIMENSIONS OF MODAL VERB CAN IN ENGLISH

Abstract. Effective communication involves not only the exchange of information between people, but also the
expression of the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition. Accordingly, modality represents a fundamental component of
linguistic communication. One of the modal verbs which encompasses a wide variety of modality meanings is can. Can! is
the easiest modal verb, since it is the first type of modal verb learned and used by a child, at the same time it is the most
ambiguous modal verb as it can have different interpretations. The ambiguous nature of modal verb can was approached
from different perspectives; however, much uncertainty still exists about the semantics of can. Most studies in the field have
accounted for the semantics of can along with other modal verbs in English, thereby subsuming all modal verbs under a
broader modal category. Unlike previous works, this study considers the semantics of can solely. Hence, the present paper
employs qualitative and quantitative analyses of utterances containing can drawn from fiction, with the aim of identifying
the range of meanings expressed by can and examining its functions. The analysis of the data has shown that ‘can’ covers a
broad range of modality meanings including participant-internal possibility modality, participant-external possibility
modality, deontic modality and epistemic modality. The most frequent use of can was found to be as a marker of participant-
internal possibility, whereas its deontic reading was the least frequent. Furthermore, the present study demonstrates the
crucial role of context and cotext in determining the interpretation of can and distinguishing between its different modal
readings.
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AFBbUIIIBIH TIJITHAEI'T CAN MOJAJIb ETICTII'THIH CEMAHTHUKAJIBIK CUITATBI

AHpaTtna. Amamaap apacelHOArsl THIMI KapbIM-KaThIHAC TEK aKIapaT aJMacyMeH IIeKTeIMelIi, COHBIMEH Oipre
COWJICYIITIHIH alTBUTFaH OifFa IereH KO3KapachlH KETKi3yai ae KaMTuAbl. OCBI TYPFBIIAH alFaH/1a, MOJAIBIUIIK KaTeTOPHICHI
coMJIeyIiH MaHBI3ABI KypaMaac Oeiiri Ooibm TaObUTAABl. AFBUIIIBIH TiTIHAE MOJANBIUIIK KaTETOPHACHIHBIH TYPJi PEeHiH
OlmmipeTiH MomanbIi eTicTikTepmiH Oipi — Can. ArtamFaH MOZaNb[i €TICTIK OalaHBIH €H alFall MEHIepil, KOJJaHaThIH
MOJIANTb €TIiCTIKTepiH Oipi OONBINT CaHAIFaHBIMEH, OJ1 (YHKIIMOHAJIBIK MYMKIH/ITI KeH opi KeIMarbIHaJIbl KYpeli MOJAb

! Wells, G. (1979) Learning and using the auxiliary verb in English. In Language Development, V. Lee (ed.). London:
Croom Helm. Pp. 250-270.
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ericriri. Can Mojanmb ETICTITiHIH KONMMaFbIHANBUIBIFEI TCOPUSIIBIK TYPFBIIAH 3CPTTEITCHIMEH, OHBIH CEMaHTHKAIBIK
KYPBUIBIMBI OJTi JIe TOJIBIK aiKbIHIaIMaraH. 3epTTeyAepAiH 0achiM KOMIIUTITIHAC can CTICTITIHIH CEMaHTUKACHl aFbUIIIBIH
TiiHAEr 0acka MOJAIb ETICTIKTEPMEH Oipre KapacTBIPBUIBIN, OJiap OipTyTac KaTeropus peTiHIe TaimaHamsl. Makana can
MOJIJIb €TICTITiHIH OUTMIPEeTiH MaFbIHANIAPEI MEH aTKapaThlH KBI3METTEPIH aHBIKTAIl, TYCIHIIPYIi MakcaT eTelli. 3epTrey
KOPKEM o/leOMeTTeH albIHFaH CeIICHIMIEpre cumarTay >KOHE CaHIBIK Tanjay >KYpTisy apKbUIbl jKacaiuabl. Tainmay
HOTWDKENlepl aTaFaH MOJANb ETICTITIHIH MOJANBAUIIKTIH KEeH ayKbIMABI TYPJIEpPiH KaMTUTBHIHBIH KepcerTi. Omapibiy
KaTapblHa 1MKi MYMKIHAIK MOJQIBJIUNT, CBIPTKBl MYMKIHAIK MOJQIBAUNT, JCOHTHKAIBIK MOJAJBIUIK JKOHE
STMHUCTEMHUKAIBIK MOJAIBIUIK JKaTaJapl. 3epTTey HOTIKenepl OOMbIHIIA CAN MOJaib ETICTITiHIH €H KWl KOJJaHbUIATHIH
KbI3METi — CyOBEKTIHIH IIIKI MYMKIHZIrH 0inipy Ooiica, an JEOHTHKAIBIK MaFbIHAIaFbl KOJJIAHBICKI ©T€ CHPEK Ke3Jece]i.
CoHBIMEH KaTap 3epTTey HOTIDKENepi Can MOIANIb/I CTICTITIHIH OPTYPJIi MOJAJIbIIK MarbIHATAPBIH aKbIpaTya, COHIai-aK
OHBIH KbI3METIH aHBIKTAY/1a KOHTEKCT MeH JIMHTBUCTUKAIIBIK MOHMATIHHIH (Cotext) IIeymIi peJ aTKapaThIHBIH KepceTeIi.

Tipek ce3mep: MYMKIiHIIK MOAAIBIIIT; AEOHTHKAIBIK MOJAIBALTIK;, SMUCTEMHUKANBIK MOJAIBIIIK; MOHMOTIH;
MOJAJIb ETICTIKTEP.
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CEMAHTHYECKHUE OCOBEHHOCTH MOJAJIBHOI'O T'JIATOJIA CAN
B AHI'JIMMCKOM SI3BIKE

AnHoTanus. DPPeKTHBHOE 0OIIECHIE MEXIY JIFOIEMU HE OTPAaHHYMBACTCS JINITF OOMEHOM HH(opManmei, HO TaKkxe
BKJIFOYACT Nepeady OTHOLICHHS FOBOPSILEro K BRICKa3aHHOM MBICTH. B 9TOM KOHTEKCTEe KaTeropys MOJAIBHOCTH SIBIISETCS
BOXHOW cocTaBIstomeld peur. OXHUM W3 MOJAIBHBIX IJIAarojoB AHTJHMHCKOTO SI3bIKA, BBIPAKAIOMINX pa3IHMYHbIC OTTCHKH
MoOJaJbHOCTH siBiIsgeTcss can. Can — camblii MPOCTON MOAAIBHBINA TJIaroJl aHIIMHCKOTO $3bIKA, MOCKOJBKY OH SIBISIETCS
MIEpBBIM MOJAJIBHBIM TJIAroJOM, KOTOPBIH peOEHOK ycBaMBaeT M HaYMHAET MCIIOJIB30BaTh. B TO ke Bpems Can cumraercs
Hanbosee MHOTO3HAYHBIM MOJAIBHBIM TJIAT0JIOM, ITOCKOJIBKY MOXKET UMETh pa3iudHble HHTEPIPeTaii. MHOr03Ha4HOCTh
JAHHOTO MOZAIBHOTO TJlarojia HEOAHOKPAaTHO CTAaHOBWJIACH IPEAMETOM HCCIIEAOBAHUS, OJHAKO MHOTHE AaCIIEKTHI €ro
CEeMaHTHUKH JI0 CHX IIOp OCTAalOTCS HENOCTaTOYHO H3YYEHHBIMH. bBONBIIMHCTBO WCCIEAOBaHWI B JAaHHOW 0OJIacTH
AQHATM3HUPYIOT CEMAaHTHKY Can B COBOKYITHOCTH C JPYIMMH MOJAJIbHBIMHU IJIaroaMy aHIJIMICKOTO SI3bIKa, paccMaTpuBasi UxX
KaK eIMHYI0 rpymimy. B otiauune ot npeapaynmx padoT, HacTosIIee NCCIIe0BaHNe MOCBSIIICHO UCKIIIOYUTENILHO CEMaHTHKE
MoJajbHOTO Tiarojia can. Llenmb mccienoBaHWs 3aKIIOYAcTCS B BBIABICHHUM M OOBSCHEHMH 3HAYEHHH, KOTOPBIE MOXKET
BBIpaXKaTh MOJAIBHBIN Ti1aros can. VccnenoBanue npoBeeHoO ¢ IPUMEHEHNEM KauyeCTBEHHOTO M KOJIMYECTBEHHOTO aHAIN3a
BBICKA3bIBAaHUH, COJEPXAIIMX MOJAIBHBIA TJIaroi Can, oTOOpaHHBIX W3 TEKCTOB XYAOXKECTBEHHOH JIUTEPaTypHI.
[IpoBenEHHBIN aHANN3 MOKa3al, 4TO JAHHBI MOJAIBHBIN TJIarojl OXBAaThIBA€T IIMPOKHH CIEKTP MOJAIBHBIX 3HAUYEHHH,
BKJIIOYasi MOJIBHOCTh BHYTPEHHEH BO3MOXKHOCTH, MOAAIGHOCTh BHEIIHEH BO3MOXXHOCTH, JEOHTHUYECKYIO MOJAJILHOCTh U
SMHUCTEMUYECKYI0 MOJAJILHOCTh. YCTaHOBJIEHO, YTO HamOoJiee pacrpocTpaHEHHON (yHKIMEH Can sBIseTCS BBIPAKCHUE
MOJIAJIbHOCTH BHYTPEHHEH BO3MOXKHOCTH, TOT/A KaK JCOHTHUECKOE YIOTpeOIeHHe BCTpeuaeTcsl 3HAaUUTeNbHO peske. Kpome
TOTO, MPOBEAEHHBIN aHAIW3 BBLABISIET CYIIECTBEHHOE BIMSIHHE KOHTEKCTa M JIMHTBHCTHYECKOTO KOHTEKcTa (COtext) Ha
MHTEPIIPETALMI0 MOJAIBHOTO Iiiaroiyia Can, B YaCTHOCTH Ha YCTaHOBJEHHE M Pa3TpaHWYEHHE €ro Pa3IMYHBIX MOTAIBHBIX
3HAUYEHUH.

KnioueBble c10Ba: MOZAIBHOCTH BO3MOXKHOCTH; JEOHTHYECKAs MOIAIBHOCTB; SIUCTEMHUYECKAs MOIAIbHOCTB;
KOHTEKCT; MOJAIbHbIE TJIaroJIbL.

Jas uutupoBanusi: Emmamas [.C., Ucmam A., XaiipxanoBa A.X. CemMaHTHYeCKHE OCOOCHHOCTH MOIAIBHOTO
riarojia Can B aHTIIMicKoM si3bIke. Tiltanym, 2026. Ne3 (103). C. 100-107. (Ha aur. 513.)
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Introduction
Our speech consists of sentences, which can be compared with a high-rise building. The
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difference is only in the material we use and the way we build. In the former case, we use different
kinds of concrete and construction blocks and we use physical strength, in the latter case we use
different means of language and use our cognitive ability. The similarity is that a high-rise building
consists of several floors, while several layers of language form our sentences. The first layer in the
sentence is proposition, in the second layer it is refined by morphological and syntactic means to make
it fit to time, place etc. and the last layer is modality which qualifies what is said in terms of possibility,
probability, obligation, necessity, wish. Thus, we cannot build our sentences and communication
without the category which is called modality. That can be a reason for long-standing history that dates
back to philosophy, logic and linguistics where the category of modality was a research issue.
Furthermore, as a semantic category of modality is closely connected with our cognition i.e., it
expresses the speaker’s objective or subjective viewpoint on what is said. However, it is hard to come
up with one definition of modality and set its boundaries, as it is subject to diverse interpretations and
even new subcategories of modality are still being suggested by scholars. Another controversial
question is connected with its expression in our speech. Unlike other categories, no single
morphological form can be considered as its main marker in a language. For instance, aspect is mainly
expressed by tense in most languages of the world, while modality can be expressed grammatically,
lexically as well as prosodically. One of the explicit markers of modality in English are modal verbs.
Despite the interaction of modal verbs and modality has received considerable critical attention, there
still remains a paucity of evidence on the semantics of modal verbs. All of the factors discussed above
define the relevance of the present study, which addresses the semantic shades of modal verb can in
English.

Materials and methods

The methodological approach taken in this study is a mixed methodology based on a combination
of quantitative and qualitative approaches. Data for this study were collected from the novel by
I. Murdoch “Black Prince”. Overall, 231 utterances with modal verb can were collected and analyzed.
Moreover, some ad hoc examples were used to display different semantics of can. It should be noted
that the present study forms part of a broader research project, which accounts for the limitations of the
corpus used in the analysis.

Literature review

According to Bybee J. and Fleischman S. “modality — ..., is the semantic domain pertaining to
elements of meaning that language expresses. It covers a broad range of semantic nuances — jussive,
desirative, intentive, hypothetical, potential, obligative, dubtative, hortatory, exclamative, etc. — whose
common dominator is the addition of a supplement or overlay of meaning to the most neutral semantic
value of the proposition of an utterance, namely factual and declarative” (Bybee, 1995: 2). We
understand modality as an additional meaning to the proposition of the sentence. The overlaying
meaning can be explained in terms of possibility and necessity as the action or situation described in the
preposition can be 1) necessarily/possibly true/false from the point of speaker (epistemic modality);
2) necessary/possible to do from the point of speaker (deontic modality); 3) necessary/possible to do for
the subject of the sentence (possibility modality). The modality of possibility itself can be classified as
participant-internal possibility modality and participant-external possibility modality (the terms are
adopted from Auwera et.al. (Auwera, 1998: 80), where the former deals with the ability of the subject,
whereas in the case of the latter, a favourable circumstance enables the subject to carry out the action.
Hence, in the article we differentiate four modality meanings: epistemic, deontic, participant-internal
possibility modality (henceforth PIPM) and participant-external possibility modality (henceforth
PEPM).

The first claim to be made in the paper is that modal verb can can express all the modality shades
mentioned above. It is illustrated in examples (1), (2), (3) and (4):

(1) She can speak English.

(2) She can talk to you now.

(3) She can be at home now.

(4) Students can use dictionaries during the lesson.

Here (1) has PIPM meaning, since she has an ability to speak English, whereas (2) is more likely
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to be interpreted as PEPM, because it shows that she can fulfil the action thanks to favourable
circumstances such as free time, being alone etc. (3) is the explicit case of epistemic modality since we
are making a deduction about the truth base of the utterance. In (4) students are allowed to use
dictionaries, therefore can express deontic meaning.

At this point arises a question about semantics of can: are we dealing with one modal verb- can or
four different cans? In the literature on the semantics of can ambiguous nature of it has been subject to
considerable discussion. Moreover, linguists attempted to tackle the issue proposing two approaches on
can: monosemous and polysemous. The proponents of the former approach (Perkins (Perkins, 1983),
Walton (Walton, 1991), Groefsema (Groefsema, 1995), Klinge (Klinge, 1993) argue for the single, core
meaning of modal verbs that is contextually adapted, while the representatives of the latter view (Palmer
(Palmer, 1990), Coates (Coates, 1983), Collins (Collins, 2007) suggest that modal verbs have multiple
distinct meanings.

One of the first comprehensive studies on modal verbs in English is done by Michael Perkins. The
author adopting the core meaning framework on modal verbs, explains can as expressing a basic core
meaning of possibility conditioned by circumstances.

In Groefsema’s view, can does not mean several different things (ability, permission, possibility),
rather it has one abstract meaning of compatibility with circumstances and all specific interpretations of
it are inferred from the context (Groefsema, 1995: 62).

Walton and Klinge representing unitary linguistic content can equate its meaning to the notion of
“potential”’. However, they note that it “provides only a partial basis for determining the proposition
expressed” (Walton, 1991: 342). Therefore, the core meaning of can — “potentiality” enriched by the
context, gains different readings such as ability, permission and possibility.

Palmer conceptualizes modal verbs as expressions of the speaker’s attitude towards a proposition
or event. Within this framework, can is generally classified as a marker of dynamic modality,
expressing ability and neutral possibility, and, in some contexts, as a marker of deontic modality,
indicating that the speaker permits or does not object to a particular action (Palmer, 1990: 72). The
author also states that can can have epistemic reading but only in negative form and in an interrogative
sentence.

According to Coates, can encompasses three semantic categories: root possibility, ability, and
permission, whereas could is associated with five: root possibility, epistemic possibility, ability,
permission, and hypothesis (Coates, 1983: 5).

However, both Palmer and Coates admit that there are instances when it is not clear what modality
is implied by can. One treats them as ambiguity, the other calls them gradient usage of can respectively.

Collins adopting polysemy approach, entitles to can three modality meanings: epistemic, dynamic
and deontic (Collins, 2007: 476).

Collectively, these studies irrespective of approach they use, outline a critical role of context in
studying can, since its interpretation is heavily determined by situational context. The modal verb can in
(5) can be interpreted as possibility (PEPM), ability (PIPM) and permission (deontic modality). Only
given the right context we determine what is exactly meant by can:

(5) Freddie can recite a poem now. (taken from Walton) (Walton, 1991: 342).

Thus, we support Joos on the role of context by stating “if by the meaning of a modal we
understand equivalence between a modal and a natural-language paraphrase, the modals in isolation
simply have no paraphrasable meaning and rely on cotext and context for a meaning. ... , and it follows
that cotext and context require an explicit place in the framework™ (Joos, 1964: 147). The context-
sensitiveness of modal verbs was endorsed by Nathaniel et.al. stating that the listener disambiguates
what is meant by a modal verb using discourse context (Nathaniel, 2026: 3). Following van Dijk, we
distinguish cotext from context, defining cotext as the linguistic environment surrounding a linguistic
item, while context refers to relevant non-linguistic factors of the communicative situation (van Dijk,
1972: 39). This distinction is particularly important for the interpretation of modal verbs, since the
meaning of can may depend not only on its immediate syntactic environment but also on preceding and
following discourse. In this respect, Janney views cotext as an immediate manifestation of context in
discourse and emphasizes the role of preceding utterances in the interpretation of subsequent ones
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(Janney, 2002: 1).

Thus, the second claim of the paper — can is not only context dependent but also cotext sensitive.
In the present study, cotext refers to the linguistic environment surrounding can, including the words,
phrases, clauses, and preceding or following utterances that contribute to its interpretation.

Results and discussions

The present study was designed to identify the semantic meanings and functions of the modal
verb can based on an analysis of utterances containing can extracted from a corpus of fictional texts.
The results of qualitative and quantitave analysis of the data are presented in Table 1.

Table 1- Meanings of can
Kecre 1 — Can Monanb eTiCTIiriHiH MaFbIHAJIAPbI
Tabmuua 1— 3HaueHus MOIaJIBHOTO TJ1arosa can

The usage of CAN Number of utterances Percentage
PIPM 121 52%
PEPM 54 23,7%
Epistemic modality 19 8.2%
Deontic modality 16 7%

CAN + sense verbs 12 5.2%
CAN + inanimate subjects 9 3.9%
Total 231

As can be seen from Table 1, our analysis includes not only modality meanings covered by can,
but also other uses of it. Thus, we attempted to focus on all instances of can in our speech rather than
separate meanings of it as it is done in most previous works in the field.

It is also apparent from this table that can mostly denote participant-internal possibility modality,
i.e. ability of a subject to carry out the action given in the proposition, making up more than half of the
cases. In our data can meaning PIPM is found in three forms can (6), could (7) and could +have+past
participle (8):

(6) “I just walked out after breakfast. Not that I had any breakfast, I can’t eat these days at all, |
can’t bear the smell of food. Bradley, | want you to go with me to the lawyer, and | want you to go with
me to the hairdresser, | must get my hair rinsed. | think I can just do that, it won't be too much for me.”

(7) 1 got up but was suffering such extreme local discomfort that | could hardly get dressed.

(8) By the time Julian telephoned | was in deep anxiety and yearning but not in hell. 1 could not
then willingly have put off seeing her, the craving was too acute. But | was able, when | was with her, to
be perfectly happy. I did not expect the inferno.

In (6) the subject is not able to eat because of her illness and is only able to visit her hairdresser
and get her hair rinsed which indicates present ability, whereas (7) is an explicit case of past physical
ability. (7) is a hypothetical form of CAN which is contra-factive. In this construction, the ability is
under the scope of epistemic modality and can be paraphrased as “it would not have been possible
for...”.

According to Coates, instances with ability can generally have following three features:

(a) “subject is animate and has agentive function;

(b) verb denotes action/activity;

(c) the possibility of the action is determined by inherent properties of the subject” [9, page 89].

The finding of the present study confirms that PIPM reading of can is associated with
characteristics mentioned by Coates and two more points should be added:

(d) can with private verbs denotes PIPM rather than PEPM;

(e) verb isalways inactive voice.

When can is used with private verbs, it is more likely to have an ability meaning. In 30% of our
PIPM data can is used with private verbs. A possible explanation for this might be the semantics of
private verbs which describe internal mental processes. For instance, when we read (9) it only triggers
ability meaning:
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(9) God, I feel hard, hard, hard. I don't know if you can understand.

Leclercq B. studying lexico-grammatical patterns where can is used, found out that the second
most frequent usage of can is in construction “as long as I can remember” which has an ability reading
(Leclercq, 2022: 10). However, Bybee claims that when can is used with cognitive verbs ability
meaning arises due to the symbiosis of both of them where ‘the lexical verb is used to shore up and
flesh out the cognitive meaning of can (Bybee, 2010:163).

As for the next feature, our data have shown that PIPM reading of can is not consistent with
passive voice. However, passive can with inanimate subjects denotes property of a thing as in (10):

(10) This book can be translated easily.

These features support the idea that cotext is relevant in interpreting can.

The second common meaning of can is participant-external possibility modality meaning, where a
favourable circumstance enables the subject to fulfill the given action. Similar to PIPM reading here can
is used in three forms: can (11), could (12) and could have +past participle (13):

(11) “Make me a cheque then, Brad. Here’s your cheque book. Make it out to ‘bearer’ and I can
take it to your bank. Make it a big one, Brad, so | can book us the best way.”

(12) “I felt so ashamed with them because everything in their life was going so well and they were
so sort of successful. | couldn’t talk to them about what | wanted with them and they were always in a
hurry...”

(13) “Julian, I was going to tell you tomorrow. I was going to tell you everything tomorrow. I
had to stay today. You saw how it was. We were both possessed, we were held here, we couldn't have
gone, it had to happen as it did.”

The utterance (11) displays the present time possibility, while (12) shows past time possibility.
(13) expresses ‘unactualized possibility’, where leaving the place was logically possible but did not
occur (Collins, 2007: 478).

It is worth noting that there are differences of contexts in PIPM and PEPM readings of can. In the
case of the latter, the circumstance enabling the action is mostly given in a close context, whereas to
construe an ability meaning we need a more broader context. However, there are cases when it is not
easy to choose either interpretation as in (14):

(14) “T was as cold as ice by this time and I’d already made a plan to pretend to agree with
anything he said and then to escape as soon as | could. So, I acted a climb-down, ....”

It is clear from the context that she was prepared emotionally and physically and waited for a
favourable situation to escape and could do it.

The next reading of can which was attested in our data is epistemic modality. However, can is
considered as “the only modal auxiliary where we do not find the Root-Epistemic distinction” [Coates,
1983: 87), which indicates the absence of epistemic reading of can. Palmer and Collins claim that can
expresses epistemic modality, but in a negative form and interrogative form. Moreover, Palmer provides
some instances of epistemic can but in an interrogative sentence and could that “look as if they are
epistemic” (Palmer, 1990: 185). The findings of our study are consistent with those mentioned above
and almost half of the epistemic instances are in negative form and the next half is with could. There is
only one utterance of CAN with epistemic reading (15):

(15) As for my own identity: | can scarcely, “Dr.” Marloe, be an invention of Bradley's, since |
have survived him.

In (15) the subject is expressing his certainty about the truth value of the action and can be
paraphrased as ‘it is definitely not the case that I am his invention”. It can be seen here despite can is
affirmative, the meaning is negative.

In (16) Could expresses subject’s deduction about the action and can well be replaced by modal
verb might. The negative can in (17) shows the subject's strong doubt about the truth value of the event.

(16) «I'll stay here; I must. She'll come here, won't she. This is where she'll come to. She could
come at any time. I'll leave the front door open again tonight, like I did last night.”

(17) “He can't be dead, he can't be- | kept calling him and calling him and calling him, but he
wouldn't move.”

The results of this study revealed that can is least likely to have deontic modality meaning
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comprising only 7% of all data. These results reflect those of Collins who also found that deontic can
makes up 13 % of his corpus and deontic reading of can is the least common after dynamic (PIPM and
PEPM in our study) and epistemic modalities (Collins, 2007:476). A similar finding was also reported
by Coates (Coates, 1983:86). The examples of can in deontic sense occur less frequently than
possibility and ability meanings. Deontic modality deals with permission and obligation. Deontic can is
used in granting and withholding permission, but not with imposing obligation. In example (18) CAN
has deontic reading and can be paraphrased with a word ‘allowed’:

(18) “This isn't cruelty. There's something I've got to understand. You say you're just concerned
with yourself. All right. I'm just concerned with myself. And you did start it. You can't just stop it now
when you decide to. I'm an equal partner in this game.”

In (18) the last sentence shed light on the meaning of can and it functions as a context for
interpreting the modal verb.

Coates indicates three characteristics of deontic sentences with can:

(@) subject is animate;

(b) verb is agentive;

(c) utterance can be paraphrased with the words ‘permitted’ or allowed (Coates, 1983: 87).

The results of our study corroborate the points made by Coates. In addition, our data yields tokens
of deontic can in the form of request as in (19):

(19) Arnold came back. He said, “There's no need just now to act on the letter | sent you. Could I
have it back?”

The request in (19) means “if I am allowed to have the letter back?” and the deontic source is the
speaker. Some scholars (Collins, 2007), (Coates, 1983), (Groefsema, 1995) claim objective nature of
deontic can, i.e. deontic source is mostly rule and regulations rather than the speaker. However, the
deontic source is the speaker in almost all of the examples in our data.

The next usage of can differs from the previous ones in that it does not convey any modality
meaning, but has more grammatical function rather than semantic one. Palmer noted that “there is a
little indication of ability” (Palmer, 1990: 87). Our analysis has proved that can with sense verbs
indicate that somebody actually sees, smells, etc. However, there are cases when ability or possibility
meaning is involved. The token of the former meaning is represented in (20), whereas (21) and (22) are
tokens of the latter usage:

(20) “Of course! I think I'll just change, it's got a bit chilly, and then we'll go down to the sea, it
must be just there, I think I can hear it.”

(21) Behind his unity there may be distinctions, but behind the distinctions there is unity and how
far into that vista can a human being see and how far does an artist need to see.

(22) “- And you can 't see through the keyhole because the key...”

“- She’s probably just upset and won’t answer”.

Can in (20) cannot be paraphrased by “be able to”, while can in (21) can be replaced by ‘be able
to’, hence it denotes PIPM. Can in (22) may be construed as PEPM, since it is not possible to see
through the keyhole because there is a key in it. These results provide further support for the hypothesis
that can is context dependent.

As Table 1 above shows, the minor usage of can is with inanimate subjects. We decided to
analyze it separately, since utterances with modality meanings require animate subjects. In our data can
with an inanimate subject indicates properties of a thing and there is a token of epistemic modality
which are illustrated in (23):

(23) Whether words can travel that path, through truth, absurdity, simplicity, to silence I do not
know, nor what that path can be like.

Conclusion

The purpose of the current study was to determine the semantics of modal verb can based on an
analysis of utterances containing can drawn from fictional texts. The second aim of this study was to
find out what motivates different interpretations of can.

The results of this study have shown that modal verb can can have four modality meanings
including participant-internal possibility modality, which denotes the type of modality where the ability
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of the subject makes it possible to do the action; participant-external possibility modality, which deals
with the cases when enabling factor is external to the subject, i.e. some circumstances; epistemic
modality when the speaker evaluates the possibility of the action; deontic modality which deals with
permissions and obligations. However, there are some functional limits of can in expressing these
modal meanings. Precisely, in expressing epistemic and deontic modalities. As for the former, can
mostly are used in negative and affirmative sentences, whereas in the case of the latter can only express
permissions and it is the least frequent usage of can.

The traditional dilemma on the monosemantic and polysemantic nature of can was put aside in
this study. We concluded that paradigmatic context and syntagmatic cotext trigger different readings of
can.

Finally, it is worth noting that the present study heavily relies on empirical data and their analysis.
Further study could assess the role of context and cotext more deeply.
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