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                    When speaking of ‘modals’ or ‘modality’ in the English language, one often means to refer simply to the limited set of modal auxiliary verbs which comprehends can, will, may, must and a few others. We know that they are used to express the concepts of possibility and necessity, and we associate them to ideas such as permission and ability: accordingly, they are used to make requests, issue commands, make comments which reflect personal attitudes towards the matter that is being discussed. Speakers are also usually aware of the fact that the choice of modal form will render statements or requests more or less polite, and perceive the past forms of some modal verbs as more courteous or respectful, as in “Could you open the door?” (a more polite request than “Can you open the door?”). At a first glance, the use of modality in language might appear to be a fairly straightforward process.
However, as scholars in the field have long known, the function and use of modality in language is far from being clear cut. It has been the object of numerous studies in the past decades, particularly with regard to its use in Early Modern English (although the concept dates back to Greek philosophy). The ideas of mood and modality, in their most common sense, define grammatical categories and verbs with specific functions; in philosophy, these words are related to modal logic. A detailed account of the issue of defining linguistic modality is beyond the scope of this essay, which deals with a specific case study intended as part of a broader, ongoing research project on Shakespeare’s use of linguistic modality. Throughout the following study, I will accept definitions that have been established by seminal linguistic studies, and focus on the significance that interpreting modality may have in reading a text, specifically a literary text.[1]
Let us consider this basic definition of modality: 
Our linguistic understanding of modality has its roots in modal logic (a branch of philosophy of language) and in particular the distinction between ‘deontic’ and ‘epistemic’ modality. Modal logic has to do with the notions of possibility and necessity, and its categories epistemic and deontic concern themselves with these notions in two different domains. Epistemic modality has to do with the possibility or necessity of the truth of propositions, and is thus involved with knowledge and belief (Lyons 1977: 823). Deontic modality, on the other hand, is concerned with the necessity or possibility of acts performed by morally responsible agents (Lyons 1977: 823), and is thus associated with the social functions of permission and obligation.[2]
It seems natural to infer that modality in language, then, deals with the way these philosophical categories (epistemic and deontic) are ‘translated’ in speech, and the above cited division of modality into epistemic and deontic, accepted by most linguists, is observed throughout this study. [3]
One point about modality which is crucial to a study of a literary work in this context is that modal auxiliary verbs are not the only ‘modal’ elements in language. Modality may be expressed through modal forms such as the modal auxiliary verbs, quasi-auxiliary modal expressions (‘have to’, ‘have got to’, ‘need to’, ‘had better’, etc.), adjectival, participial, and nominal modal expressions (which include numerous forms, such as ‘it is possible that’, ‘is to’, as in “you are to do your homework”, ‘be going to’, ‘be about to’, ‘be bound to’, etc.), modal adverbs (‘maybe’, ‘certainly’, ‘possibly’, ‘hopefully’, and such), and modal lexical verbs (‘order’, ‘assert’, ‘assume’, ‘believe’, ‘fear’, ‘guess’, ‘imagine’, presume’, etc.). In addition to this, modality may be expressed by tense (‘to wish’ with a past simple, for example), mood (as in the use of an imperative or a conditional), grammatical structures such as if-clauses and questions. From a pragmatic point of view, it is possible to exhibit modality through gestures, facial expressions, and intonation patterns as well.[4]
Both the linguistic and pragmatic elements related to modality are relevant to the kind of literary analysis that takes language into close account, often referred to as stylistics or linguistic criticism. If modality deals with the truth of propositions (thus with knowledge and belief), its use should be an indicator of the speaker’s attitude towards what is being said, whereas when dealing with obligation and permission, modality would express one’s attitude towards the source of obligation, and also indicate the degree of power the speaker has in a given situation. It is possible to use speech to communicate, but one may also use it to withhold information, and different choices of modal expression may betray personal feelings which may not be explicit otherwise. Furthermore, modality may be used to persuade someone to act in a certain way: speakers may underline the necessity of taking a certain course of action for example, using expressions that may flatter the interlocutor, expressing polite requests, or issuing explicit commands.
While speakers may often not be fully aware of the underlying processes which determine their choice of modal expression, written texts can be taken to exhibit a greater degree of deliberation, and the study of dramatic language is particularly interesting as a case in which what characters say is set down in writing – so that dramatic texts often closely approach natural language. A writer may choose to use a modal adverb to express certainty (certainly, surely) as opposed to using a will future, for example, or even to use both. If we find the latter case in a sentence in a character’s speech, we must decide whether this insistence on certainty shows that the character is actually sure of what is being said, or whether the character is really unsure but wishes to emphasize a statement to counteract his or her own insecurity. Context is obviously a key factor in this respect.[5]
In dealing with the characters’ use of modality in the love plot of Troilus and Cressida, significant modal forms will be extracted and commented upon, taking the larger frame of the story into account. If expressing modality is a fundamental process in language, taking notice of it and commenting on its presence (or absence) will encourage a close reading of the text, which will hopefully shed light on the characters’ feelings and attitudes.

  

  

  [1]On modality with particular reference to Early Modern English, see, among others, D. Hart, M. Lima, eds., Modality in Late Middle English and Early Modern English: Semantic Shifts and Pragmatic Interpretations, Napoli, CUEN, 2002.

    “Modality in Grammar and Discourse – An Introductory essay”, in Modality in Grammar and Discourse, ed. by J. Bybee, S. Fleischman, Typological Studies in Language, Vol. 32, Amsterdam/Philadelphia, John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1995, p. 4 (citation from Lyons: J. Lyons, Semantics, vol. 2, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1977).[2]

    J. Bybee, S. Fleischman, op. cit., p.  5.[3]

    I refer systematically in this list of modal expressions to M. Perkins, Modal expressions in English, London, Pinter, 1983, Chapters 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10.[4]

    The distinction between the theatrical, or ‘performance’ text, and the written, or ‘dramatic’ text, is important to bear in mind although I have not observed it strictly for the purposes of this essay. Keir Elam makes the difference clear in his preliminary observations in The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama: “‘Theatre’ is taken to refer here to the complex phenomena associated with the performer-audience transaction: that is, with the production and communication of meaning in the performance itself and with the systems underlying it. By ‘drama’, on the other hand, is meant that mode of fiction designed for stage representation and constructed according to particular (‘dramatic’) conventions. The epithet ‘theatrical’, then, is limited to what takes place between and among performers and spectators, while the epithet ‘dramatic’ indicates the network of factors relating to the represented fiction.” (K. Elam, The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama, London and New York, Routledge, 2002, p. 2). Elam also notes, however, that the distinction is not to be taken as an “absolute differentiation between two mutually alien bodies”.[5]



                

                
            

            
        

    


1.2 Troilus and Cressida






As mentioned in the foregoing paragraph, the following analysis
will focus on Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, for a
number of reasons. Insofar as it is a dramatic text, Troilus and Cressida naturally
offers abundant verbal interaction among characters which may be
perused for instances of modality; but it is also a very complex
play, which presents difficult and ambiguous language as well as
perplexing problems regarding the date of composition, its
publication, and its actual theatrical production; the thorny issue
of determining its very genre is well known, and whether Pandarus’
final monologue was indeed written and intended by Shakespeare to
constitute the ending of the play is still a matter of debate.

Shakespeare’s plays were meant to be heard and seen on the
stage. It is harder to suppose that the author would have thought
people listening to dialogues and monologues would pay attention to
the use of modality – something one can more easily do analyzing
the expression on a written page. However, as Frank Kermode reminds
us in his discussion of Troilus and Cressida in
Shakespeare’s Language, “Shakespeare was a
thinker who did his thinking in dramatic
dialogue”.
Noting the linguistic modality chosen to express these thoughts may
shed light on the ‘possible worlds’ constructed by the characters
as they relate to each other.[1]

There is another point to be made in favour of a linguistic
approach to this text. Troilus and Cressida is a very
difficult play to perform. For one thing, its relative lack of
action and of symmetry (see, for example, the eleven fragmentary
scenes in the last act), not to speak of the long debates its
characters indulge in, are not very attractive qualities to the
audience. It has been observed that the play probably required more
actors than were usually employed in Shakespeare’s time; finally,
there is the prefatory note added to the second state of the 1609
Quarto, which asserts that the play was “never staled with the
stage”, nor was it “clapper-clawed with the palms of the vulgar”.
Not only is it an arduous task to decide upon where the play was
performed (the Globe or The Inns of Court; or at the Globe first
and then at the Inns of Court, with the Epilogue added for the
occasion), it is not absolutely certain that it ever was performed
in Shakespeare’s time, although critics today tend to agree that it
was. At any rate, the play did not become popular: “the only
significant production of Troilus known to have been
mounted between the decade of the 1600s and the very end of the
nineteenth century was an undertaking on John Dryden’s part to
refashion the play to such an extent that its presumed defects
would be unrecognizable, or at least forgivable”.[2]

One wonders, at this point, whether Shakespeare meant this play
to be read as an alternative to performance. In any case, in a play
where so much time is spent by the characters trying to convince
others of the validity of the opinions they uphold, it is well
worth the while to examine which modal forms they choose to
interpret necessity, possibility, permission, and obligation in
their debates; and issues such as the expression of power – or lack
of it – and the communication of desires will be particularly
interesting to notice. It is the play’s very complexity, in the
language and the values discussed, which invites us to a closer
study of the way the characters express their feelings or try to
reach their objectives, in an approach that regards linguistic
modality as a clue to the characters’ mood.

For the sake of conciseness, I have chosen to take into account
the interaction occurring between the three characters involved in
the love plot: Pandarus, Troilus, and Cressida. This provides
enough material for a detailed description of linguistic modality,
at the same time offering a situation in which there is a
considerable amount of conflict. Pandarus, for reasons of his own,
wishes to convince Cressida to yield her love (and her body) to
Troilus, while Cressida wishes to “hold off”, as she puts it, long
enough to sharpen Troilus’ desire. Troilus, confronted with the
prospect that Pandarus may no longer help him (a scheme devised by
the go-between to attract attention and wield power), is desperate
to soothe Pandarus’ hurt feelings, to be able to win Cressida over.
For a moment, suspended in “injurious time”,
all these wishes come true as the lovers are united and Pandarus
feels the satisfaction of having created this union. But as soon as
the night is over, and news arrives that Cressida will be handed
over to the Greeks in exchange for Antenor, a Trojan prisoner of
war, the lovers must separate. Cressida betrays Troilus, accepting
the courtship of Diomedes, in the Greek camp. The ensuing conflict
is so powerful that while Cressida disappears from the scene,
Troilus is left to make sense of contradictory reflections,
concluding that there must be two different ‘Cressidas’, one who
loved him and one who betrayed him, while Pandarus has lost his
function as a connection between the two lovers, and is left alone
and without a defining role.[3][4]

In the context of a broader study of linguistic modality in
Shakespeare, much would be left to say on the parallel ‘political’
plot in Troilus and Cressida and the occurrence, for
instance, of modality describing states of necessity and moral
obligation in the renowned set debates (cf., in this respect,
Ulysses’ speech in I.iii on the need for social hierarchy to be ob
[...]
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