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Modal auxiliaries

I-Introduction
Modal verbs belong to the larger category of au4iliary verbs. They,are not used on
their own in the scntence and have to be used in conjunction with another verb (the
main verb).They are placed immediatçly before the main verb irf affirmative and
negative sentences. They are used to make an assessment, judgement or interpretation
of what we ate speaking about.

They are used to express a number of meanings in the sentence:
l) Ability (she çsn swim)
2) Obligation (you ouel{jo be more pohte)
3) Necessity (You rngst try to stand up and walk) )

4) Possibilrty (h çqutd rain tomorrow)
, 5) Logicat deduction/ expectation (the family should be home soon)

6) Disproval (They will try to do things before they have learnt how to)

Modals can also be linked to a number of communicative functions:

1) Requesting Cgg you please give me a hand? Would you like to open the

window?)
2) Ofrering (Msy I helP you?)
3) Asking ôr grintingpermission (A: can I take tomorrow off? B: I'm afraid

you can't)
4) Advising (You ought to/ shodg had beter stay in b€d) ,
5) Suggesting (You could buy a smaller one)
6) Inviting CIUQUld you like to join us?)

II- Can-could

Can and could are used to express:

" 1) Possibility:
-Even expert drivers can make mistakes
-If it rains, we çan hold the meeting indoors.
-He can't be working at this hour. ( It is not possible)
-This road can be dangerous.

2) Virhnl impossibility (: can't)
-He can't have,missed the way, I have grven him a detailed plan.

3) Ability, power, capacity



-She can speak English well, can you srvim '/ I could jump 7 donkeys.

4) Permission or granting permission : less formal than may I (the rregation : prohibition).
-Request for permission takes the form of a question ( I st or 3rd person) :

-Mayl can I borrow Your Pen ?
-Yes you maYl can.
-No you cannot/  mav not.

-In those days onll' men could vote in elections. (were allowed 1o...)
-You can take my seat I 'm leaving. (you are al lowed to' . . )
-Nowadays, you can't repeat the same class level twice.

Note :the future of 'can' is expressed by 'to be able to'which is its equivalent also in the past when it

means ability.

Could besicles being the past tensc of can, is also its conditional(a hvpotlietical condition). Examplcs :
-lfyou tried, you could convince her.
-Could you finish if you had more time ?
-Evcn if she had been there, she couldn't have let you in'

5) Making requests
Could is more gentle and polite than can in requests. Example :

-Could I borrow your booh ?

6)Tentative possibility
-Expressing a tentative opinion :

-There could be sometlring wrons r,vith the light sr.vitch.

III- May-might
May ancl might are used to express:

l) Asking for or granting pemission
-You may go now,
-iv1ay I go to tl-re pany '7

-She askecl me if shc might go...(might for past in reported speech)
-May I ask you a qucstion ?,ves you tna1,.
-lf i rnay say so.

'Might' in a request.for perrnission is more clefererrtial :
-Might I  talk to yoLr alone ?

In if clauses, as in questions, 'may' typically indicates that the speaker is asking the hearer for
permission (it 's the hearer rvho is sLrpposed to grant permission not the speaker). For example :



-May I smoke? (will you permit/ allow rne to smoke?)
-I'll pay you tomonow if I may' (' ' 'if you'll permit me)

2) PossibilitY
-.?o.,.uy be right. (It is possible that you are right)'
-The rumour maY be true'
-You may deserve success' but you can't command it'

Both .may, and 'might' can express present and/ or futrne possibility. Howeve'r, the

*rse of .might' in fhii case suggests .âthtr more doubt, reserve' reluctance on the part

ofthe speaker.
-lottn might pass the examination' Yes and pigs might fly'

.Miglrt' and not 'may' is used in reported speech (pasO in conditional sentences:
-He was told he might leave earlY'
-If we didn't have some home, we might go mad'

NB: 'May' in the sense of possibility is common in statements' It doesn't occur'

however in questions:
-May I eat it? (asking for permission)

3) Possibility in the past: 'May' is rlse{ with the infinitive perfect to express doubt at

the present time about a possibility i" F* 
past, e'g':

-He is læe" He mày have ovetslept or he may have missed the train'

If ,might have, is used in the sentence, it expresses iess cerûain possibilitl' than 'may

have:
-They might have gone to the cinema but I'm not sure'

,Mighl' may be used in a similar construction often implying a negative inference:

-John might have lent you the money if you had asked him but you didn't ask

him^

4) Exclarnatory wish and subjunctive clauses:
-May he never se foot in this house again'
-tvtay CoO have mercy on your souls, you poor sinners'

5) tn .that' clauses followed by verbs like 'trust' and'hope':
'lhoPe that she maY get manied'
- I trust that you may find what you like there'
- He trusted that you might find what" '

6) Clauses of concession:
.Muy,and.might'ateusedinclausesofgoncessionlike:

-She may be poor but (:although he is poor) she is not stupid'
-The buiiding may be old, but it is very sÛong'
-Tr,v as yo.rituy, youwill not make me change my mind'

7) Expressing reProach/ rebuke:
.Might, (not 'may') is sometimes used to express a reproach and a rebuke like in:

- 
-You might listen when I'm talking'



,IVhy did you leave me waiting for you yesterday? You might at least have

told me You weren't coming.

Exercise r
Rewrite the sentences using'may' as in the following examples:

-Although your job is very demanding, at least it isn't boring.
-Your job may be very demanding, but at least it isn't boring'

Althougfothe restaurant is expensive, the cuisine is excellent.
Although the book is long, you could hardly call it boring'

Although the method is crudeo it is certainly effective'
Nthough his work has improved, it is still not goo$ enough'
Alttrough I was rude to him,I feel he had give me every justification'

Although his work is rewarding, he is still very badly paid'

IV- Shouldl would
Should and 'would' are past equivalent of 'will' and 'shall'' these two modals are

also rsed to exPress:

1) Obligation/ giving advice:

-He should study very hard. (but he doesn't)
-You should do urhat the teacher tells you.
-Peopie who live in glass houses should not throw stones'

2) Logical deduction/ obviousness:
-Malika went to Casablanca by train at seven O'clock this morning, she should

be home bY now.
-I've got 80 dirharns, it should be enough for a meal'

3) Would is used to express polite requests:
-V/ould You listen to her?

4) To refer to a Past habit:
-When he was aboy, he would often miss classes'

5) Describe what we are imagining:
-I would never consider changing career.

V- Must

1) Obtigation or requirement:
-You mustbe back by 3 o'olock (you are obliged (by me) to"')
-Tell Betty she must be more carefiil with her money'
-I must go now, or I'tl be...(self * obligation - duty)
-In England the trafiic must keep to the left'

In paraphrasing the meaning of 'must', we can use:
-It is obligatory that...
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