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Ferenc Kiefer

Focus and modality

l. In this paper I am going to show that there is an interesting
relationship between focus and modality. I will draw my material
from Hungarian but at least some of the claims I am going to make
will have a more general validity. I will confine myself 4. epis-
temic medality. The main concern of this paper will be to demon-
staate that there are two types of epistemic modality which are
radically different from each other, These two types of epistemic
modality can be distinguished from each other on the basis of fo-
cus,

2. Focus in Hungarian can be defined positionally (syntactically).df
For the present purpose we can take a somewhat simplicistic view
of focus and neglect the irrelevant details. The focussed consti-

tuent bears main stress and it immediately precedes the verb., Con-

sider
(1) (a) Péter talflkozott Evival,
'Peter has met Eve'
{b) Péter Evlval talflkozott,

‘It is Eve whom Peter has met'
In (1) (a) the focus-position is empty, in (1) (b), however, it is
fiiled with the constituent Evival 'with Eve'. In what follows we
w111 mark the focussed constituent by underlining, Notice, in-

cidentally, that (l}{a) is the unmarked, neutral word order. On
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the other hand, (1) (k) has a marked word order. Let us look at
some more examples.
(2) (a) Péter megirta a levelet Evénak.
'Peter has written the letter to Eve!
{b) Péter EvAnak irta meg a levelet,
‘It is Eve to whom Peter has writtan the letter’
{c) Péter a levelet irta meg Bvanak.
'It is the letter that Peter has written tc Zve!
(da) Peter irta meg a levelet Evanak.
'It is Peter who has written the letter to Eve'
The only sentence that exhlibits unmarked, neutral word ordex is
{2)(a). ALl other sentences are marked. The verb ir 'write' is
prefixed here by the perfective prefix meg. Whenever a comstitusnt
is moved into the focus position, the prefix must be moved afrvar
the verb., This can be observed in sentences (2)(b}-(d},
There are cases wvhere focus does not affect word order, i.e.
neutral word order is not destroyed. Consider
{3) {a) Péter levelet ir.
'Peter is engaged in letter-writing'
{b) pPéter levelet ir,
'Peter 1is engaged in letter-writing (and not in
something else)’
(4) (a) Péter a szob&ban dolgozik.
'Peter is working in the room'
(b) Péter a szob&ban dolgozik.
'Peter is working in the room {(and not somewhere

elge)!



{(5) (a) Péter megirta a levelet.

'Peter has written the letter’

(b) Péter megirta a levelet.

'Peter ¢id write the letter (believe me)'’
In the above sentences focussing has not affected neutral word
order, Certain constituents immediately precede the verb even if
they are not focussed. Such constituents ere (i) article-less oh-
ject nouns (cf. (3}(a)=~{(b}}, {(ii} certain locative and temporal
adverpials with intransitive verbs (cf. (4){a;-(b)) and (iii) pre-
fixes?!All these semm to form a cloge semantic unit with tihe verb,
they can be considerec to ke . cqpponents.of complex verb phrases
ratter than free ar??ments. They have cften been refereed to as
reduced complementQ:'Verbs, too, can occupy the focus positicn.
For example,
(6) ta) Péter irta a levelet,

'Peter has been writing the letéer'

(b) Féter irta a levelet,

‘FPeter has beer writing the letter (believe

ne)'
The comparison Offlkh) with (3)(b), (4){(a) with (4){b), {(5)(a)
with (5)(b) and (6){a) with (6){b) reveals a serious defect in
the first formulation of the notion of focus. (6)(b) shows that
verbs, too, can be focussed. In addition, there is a marked diffe-
rence between the stress carried by the verb irta (write' in (6)(a)
and in (6)(b)?f1n the latter case, the verb gets an extra heavy

stress. Similar things can- be observed ir connection with

the sentences (3)(a)=(b), (4)(e)~(b) and (5)(a)=(b). In (3)(a)



the comstituent levelet 'letter' carries main stress, in (3) (b)
it receives extra heavy stress, Similarly, in (4) (a) the consti-
tuent gzobfban is the bearer of main stress which gets an extra
heavy stress in (4) (b). The samc holds true for the prefix neg
in the sentences (%) (a)~(L}).

In view of the akove facts focus can now be defirned in the

Lk

folicwine fashien. Teecus {=F)} ic the constituent that exhibits the
following two Twropertiles: (i) 14 bears an extra reavy shress and
(ii) 4t is either thc verb or the constituent irmediately preceding
the verb.

Semantically, F is defired Ly the prénerty of exhaustive
listing.‘lf ‘Bve!' is the focue, as in (1) (b}, then 'Eve' is the
crly person met by Peter, If ‘the letter' is focussed, an in {2) (c)
then +he letter! is the c¢nly thing that Feter has written., In
ceneral terms, “"The notion of 'exhaustive listing' relates to the
fact that, under somc conditions yet to be srecified, the focus
centains all ltems that can be reported to kear the given relation-
ship (usually expressed by the verb) to the items referred 4c by
the bound segment of the sentence.” (Sgall-naj156vé-Bene§bG§:129)
Or, tc put it differently, the set described in the focus is ex—
haustive in the sense that it contains all items for which the
property predicated in the sentence holds. In the examples &is-
cussec above the set under congideration consisted of one eliement
only. Consider, however, the following sentence
(7) Péter Lvéval &s Jénossal talflkozott.

‘fr is Evé and John whom Peter has met'
Here 'Eve' and 'John' are the only persons (the only elenents cf

the set described in the focus) of whom it can be predicate” (in

the given context) that they have been met by Peter,
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3. In general, possibility is expressed in Hungarian by means of
the suffix -hat/-het. The choice between the two variants is de-
termined by vowel harmony. For example, the verb lat 'see' will

receive the suffix -hat: 1l8that 'may see', the verb &nekel ‘sing’

the suffix =~het: &nekelbet ’'may sing'. The possibility suffix is

6f

Necessity is expressed by the impersonal verb kell ‘'must’

followed by tense/mood and personal suffixes.

vnich is, howevey, impersonal in its modal meaning only. As a full
verbh meaning 'need', German 'brauchen', it has a full paradigm,
The modal auxiliary kell requires a rather complicated syntactic
structure. Conslider
(3) Péternek meqg kell irnia a levelet,

lit, Peter=dat, pref. must write~Pers.suf. the letter-acc.

‘Peter must write the letter'

The modal auxiliary is inserted between the prefix and the main
verb, the 1nfini¢&§;ﬂmid1 is inflected according to person in this
case. In addition, the ‘logical subject;'Peterais put into the
dative case,

Semantically one way of loocking at possibility and necessity is
to take "modal reasoning' to be the basic notion, In the case of
evistemic modality the speaker draws certain conclusions with res-
pect to the validity of a given statement on the basis of what he
knows. Each statement activates a certain portion of the speaker's
knowledge. Let us call the knowleddge activated by the state-of-

affairs expressed by the statement at hand the background. The

background consists of propositions all of which are taken to be
true by the speaker and all of which are relevant for the evalua-
tion of the statement in guestion., In the simplest case the speaker

may just try to determine whether the state-of~affairs expressed
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b, the given statement is compatible with the background or whether

3

it follows from it. If the state-of-affairs at hand is compatible

with the background, it is a possible state-of-affairs, if it

is not compatible, it is not possible, that is, the state-of-

affairs in question is excluded. If the state-cf-affairs in ques-

tion follows from the background, it is necessary, if it does not

follow, it. is not necessarv, Let us denote the statement (=proposi-

tina} to ke modally gualified by p and the background by B. To

wararhrase Angelika Kratzer the following def€initicns may be stipu-

lated (Kratzer 1978):

19) {a) It is possihle that p iff p is compatible with B,
{b) It is necessary that p iff p follows from B.

We have defined B as a set of propositions representing that know-

ledqge that is velevant for the modal evaluation of p. E may thus

be termel epistemic kackground. Evidently, for other types of mo-~

dalitjee other backerounds are needed: there are deontic, dispc~

siticnal, boulemale, circumstantial, etc. backgrounds,

Since the possibility or necessity of p hinges on the epis-
temic background B, {9)(a)=(b) can be made more precise in the
following fashion,

(10) (2) P is eristemically pessible 1ff p is compatible
with the epistemic background B.
(b) p is eristemically necessary iff p follows from
the epistemic backoround B.
It is generally taken for grented that epistemic possibility and
eplstemic necessity are interdefinable in the same way as alethic
possibility and alethic necessity are. That is, the following

exuivalences are ccnsidered to be valid:
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{11) (&) Or =0 wp
(b) ap = ~vOwvP

In aduaition, given an epistemic B, the vaildaity of Lhe following
implication is also tal.en [oo . ranted:
(12) Qr O P
Yhat is, given B, if p is cpistonically necessary, then it foilows
Th&L [ ls the Caso.

Let us hov see how epistemic nnegibildtw ig evirveggaed

in Hungarian. Consider the following set of evamnlag-
{132 (a) p&ier levelet irhat,
Liv,. Peter lecter write-may
Tretoes st he writing a letter!
i) Pheor irnat Levelet,
'veter may be writing & ietter’
(s Qg PélLer a szob&ban dolgozhat.
iit. Peter the room~in wWori-may
‘Puter musl Dbe working in the room!
{b) vérer doljoszhat a szobaban.
theter nuy & wvrking in the voon'
{15} (a) wiver nyelvoés: lehet.,
lit. P=2ter lingaist be-nay
‘Peter saust be & linguist'
(L) Péter lehet nyelvesz,
‘Feter may ke a linguist!
inough all these sentences contain the possibility suffix =hat/-het,
the Interpretation of tiie (a) sentences 1is radically different
zrom that of the (b)-sentences. Notice that in the (a)-sentences

the focus position is occupled by a reduced complement of the verb



whereas in the (b)-sentences the modalized verdh steands in focus.
The (a)-sentences can only be interpreted epistemically whereas

the (b)-sentences may also have other modal readings. In this paper,
however, only the eplstemic reading will be considered. The quests
tion 1s, then, what is the difference hetween the two epistemic
readings, the epistemic reading of the (a)-sentences and the epis-
temic reading of the (b)-sentences?

Let us first examine the (b)-sentences, On the eplistemic
reading the sentence (13)(b) means thagghe proposition 'Peter is
writing a letter' is compatible with what we know about the world,
i.e. with the given epistemic background. In other words, the state~
of-affairs described by the proposition ‘Peter is writing a letter!
is possible, it is not excluded by the given epistemic background.
But other possibilities, too, exist. Peter may very well do scome=-
thing else. In general, there are several things which are compa-
tible with a given epistemic background. Similar considerations
hold for the sentences (14)(b) and (15)(b). (14)(b) means that it
is possible that Peter is working in the room, that is, it is not
excluded by the given epistemic background. But the speaker does
not have any speclal reasons to believe that the proposition ‘reter
is working in the room' 1is more likely to be true than any otner
proposition compatible with the epistemic background. Finally,

{15) (b) means that on the basis of what we know about the world
Peter may very well be a linguist but he may alsc be somethino else,
say, a doctor, a mathematician, etc.

The interpretation of the (b)-sentences can thus be accounted
for by means of the definition of epistemic possibility as given

in (10)(a).



The interpretation of the (a)-sentences 1s quite different,
Notice that in the English equivalents of the Hungarian sentences
the modal -hat/-het has been rendered by ‘'must’ sather than by
‘may?!., Tne modal "mast' , however, should be taken here to mean
something like 'it is very likely the case that'; it is the in-
ferential 'must and not the expression of enistemic necessity.

The meaning of (13} (a) ~aa He paraphrased in the following manner,
The speaker h2s certain veasons €0 believe that the most likely
thing which Peter mav be doing just now is letter-writing. When
ntteving (13) {(a) one cannot 40 on saving ‘'but he may very well do
gometpning elsetFince (13)(a) expresses the only proposition for
which the speaker has snme evidence, The interpretations of the
sentenzes (1¢) (a) and (15)(a) 2re quite similar. On the basis of
what be knowg about the worldy the speaker draws the conclusion
tiiat Teter is working in the room and that Peter is a linguist.

Netice, by the way, that the (a)-sentences have neutra.
war? order wnereas the word crder of the (b)~sentences is marked,

Next, consider the modalized versions of (2) (b)={c):

(16) (a} Péter Evanak irhatta meg & levelet.
lit. Peter Eve-dat. write~may-Past-Pers.suf. pesf.pref.
the letter-acc.
'Peter must have written the letter to Eve'
{b) Péter a levelet irhatta meg Bvanak.
"Peter must have written the letter to Eve'
(c) Péter irhatta mecg a levelet Evénak.
'Peter must have written the letter to Eve’
Tn these sentences the focus position is occupied by a constituent

Cherr,

wnich normally 2oes not stand > - =13 It must be
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‘moved there from its neutral,position. All these sentences have
an interpretation which is guite parallel to the interpretation
of the (a)-sentences above, The interpretation correspending to
the interpretation of the (b)-sentences can only be rendered by
a sentence such as
(17) Péter‘megirhatta a levelet Evénak.
which reflects a neutral word order,
For the simplicity of exposition let us call the epistemic
interpretation of the (a)-sentences subijective epistemic pogsibilit

=
and that of the (b)~sentences objective epistemic possibility.{As

we saw above, objective epistemic possibillity can be accounted for
in terms of epistemic logic, (1C)(a) is an adequate definition for
this modality. But what about subjective epistemic possibility?

The gentences expressing subjective epistemic possibility have

two properties in common: (i) they all contain a focus wunbh

the property of exhaustive listing ang (1i) they all contain the
suffix ~hat/-het which expresses possibility, i.e. compatibility
with a given eplstemic background. In view of these properties

one might be tempted to derive the meaning of the (a)-sentences,
1.e. to account for subjective epistemic possibility in the focllcwe
ing manner. The proposition lbéter leveletr ir “éeter'is writing

a letter' is compatible with the given epistemic background because
of the suffix -hat/-het in (13)(a). On the other hand, becausce of
the peoperty of exhaustive listing associated with the focus in

(13} (a) the proposition Pé&ter levelet ir is the only one that ia

compatible with the given epistemic background. In other words,

the proposition PBter levelet ir is not only compatible with thz

epistemic background but is also follows from it. To be sure, this

account seems to be rather attractive for various reasons, Firzt
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of all, it would explain the use of '‘must' in the English equi-
vaTents of the Hungarian sentences expressing subjective epistemic
pessibility. Furthermore, we would have a unified account of moda-
lity in terms of the notions of compatibility and consequence., Sub-
jective epistemic possibility would differ from objective epistemic
possibility only with respect to exhaustive listinyg. Exhaustive
listing does not enter into play in the case of objective epistemic
possibility whereas it contributes to the meaning of sentences ex-
pressing subjective epistemic possibility, Unfortunately, however,
this account has some serious flaws as we shall see mresently,

We have already noted that the 'must' in the English egui-
valents of the Hungarian sentences expressing subjectiVe eplstemic
possibility is not the 'must' of objective epistemic necessity,

For this ‘'must', neither the equivalence (11)(b) nor the implica-
tion {(12) holds. It seems to he stronger in some sense than ob-
jective epistemic'may'but at the same time it is weaker than ob-
jective eplstenic 'must'., The first solution to this problem
which might come to one's mind is to define a notilon of relative
modality by refining the theoretical apparatus which we already
have at our disposal, It goes without saying that possibility and
necessity could also be a matter of deqgree, (Kratzer 1982) How-
ever, although a notion of relative modality will certainly be
needed in any adsgquatc account of modality, it will not do in the
case at hand. The difference between, say, the objective epistemic
‘must’ and the subjective cpistemic 'musgt' is not just a matter

of degree as we shall see lmmediately,

)
One might also think of weakening the background. Evidently,

speakers draw their conclusions not only on the basis of firm
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knowledge but also on the basis of assumptions, beliefs, etc. Let
us call such a background weak epistemic background. One might
now argue that the subjective epistemic 'must' expresses the fact
that a proposition follows from a weak background. Notice, however,
that the notion of consequence cannot be the same here as in the
case of objective epistemic 'must'., What we need is a notion
of ‘practical inference' rather than that of logical consequence,
It is gquite clear that we often (1f not mostly) draw conclusions
on the basis of weax epistemic backgrounds,5ﬁqtherefore,any acde-
quate account of modal reasoning has to take into ccrsideration
practical inferences as well. Unfortunately, however, the diffe~
rence between the two 'must's’ is not a question of background.
Before further elaborating on this point, an wmportant rerark
seems to be at place,

Some sentences seem to be ambigquous between the subjective
and the obiective epistemic reading. Consider

(18) (a) Péter talfilkozhatott Evéval,

1it. Peter meet-poss.~Past-Pers.suf. Eve-with

‘Peter mast have met Eve' \

or ‘Peter could meet Eve' ;
(b) Péter megirhatta a levelet. . y

lit. Peter perf.pref,-write-poss.~Past-Pers.suf. the
letter-acc.

*Peter must have writtéq the letter®

g L
)

or '‘Deter could write the latter® \
{c) péter ebédelhet.

lit - Peter dine-POBB . ’ i *
‘Peter must be eating lunch’

er ‘Peter may be eating lunch'

-
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In these sentences the verb is focussed. In the case of prefixed
verbs, stress will automatically be shifted on the prefix. As

we saw above, in all,such cases the modal sentences are inter-
preted as expressing objective epistamic possiblilty. At the same
time, however, these sentences may also have the other interpre-
tation, though in tiiis case there is & " tendency to pro-
nounce the sentences with a different intonation pattern but this
need not be so.JX .any case, the ambiguiiy exhibited by such sen~
tences as (18) (aj~-{c) calls for an explanation,

It has been observed by coeveral scholare thiat Lhare is a
marked tendency to interpret English "must!, if stressed, as ex-~
pressing obijective epistemic necessity. Rafin Aljner, £or exangle,
puts this in the followiny way:"itc always seems to be the casze that
the 'Grundbedeutung' can be preserved when muet is stressed, how-
ever." (Aijmer 1980:130) Wnat she calls 'Grundbedeutung' 1s the
objective epistemic reading of ‘'must', Thus, there seems to be a
tendency to luterpret the sentense (19)(a) as expressing cbjective
epistemic necessity, in contrast to (19) (b} wheie the subjective

reading prevails.

(1%) (a) Petr must be in the kitchen.
{b) Petr must ke irn the Yitchen,

Apparently, these sentences have two different intonation contours

as well. The siication is similar 1n German:

(20) (a) Pety muf in der Klche sein.
{b) Petr muf in der Michae gein,

Now, in Hungarian possibility is expressed by a suffix. Suffixes,
normally, cannot be strcesced: stress always falls on the first
syllable of the word, however long it may be. Cne might therefore

claim that the verb in (18) (a)={c) gets stressed on two cGifferent
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accounts. One gets the first reading (=objective epistemic possi-
bility)if one wants to put special emphasis on the expression of
possibility and the second reading (e=subjective epistemic possi-
bility) if the verb is focussed. This explanation seems to be
fairly plausible and, I think, it is basically correct.

The ambiguity discussed above appears only in cases when
the sentence has neutral word order. In such cases the verb carries
the main stress, In sentences (18){a)=(c} ‘'aormal'’ main stress
overlaps with ‘'focus' stress. Sentences such as (13)(b)=~{(15) (b)
can never be ambigquous in this sense., In these sentences the ‘'nor-
mal' bearer of main stress is the reduced complement. Reduced com—-
plements precede the verb in neutral word order, in (13) (b)=(15) (b}
on the other hand, thev follow the verb.

The structural differences between subjective and objective
epistemic possibility should be fairly clear by now. Hungarian
draws a systematic distinction between these two readings, How-
ever, subjective epistemic possibility is still an intuitive term
which calls for explication. In particular, we have to show that
the difference between the two modalities 1s not a difference in
degree but that the two have vadically different roles in the se-
mantics of modalities.

4 .Notice f£irst that subjective and objective epistemic possibility
have different paraphrases. For example, {(13) (b}, but not (13){(a},
can be paraphrased by (21)(b) (for convenience's sake I repeat
here the sentence {13) (a) under (21)(a)):
(21) (a) Péter irhat levelet.
'Peter may be writing a letter'
(b) Lehetséges, hogy Péter levelet ir,

‘It is possible that Peter is writing a letter'



-69~
15.

Both (21)(a) and (b) are descriptionfof reality and it is meaningful
to ask whether such & description is true or false (given an appro-
priate epistemic logic). The sentence (13){(a), on the other hand,
(repeated here under {22){a)) can only be paraphrased by modal sen-
tential adverbilals, |
(22) (a) Péter levelet irhat.
'Peter must be writing a letter’
(b) Péter talan levelet ir.
‘Perhaps, Peter is writing a letter'
(c) Péter valbszinlleg levelet ir,
'Peter is probably writing a letter'
(a) Péter biztosan levelet ir,
'Peter is surely writing a letter'
(22) (b)=(d) are all close paraphrases of (22) (a) but none of them
is completely synonymous with it, This is very often the case
with sentence adverbials. ARdverbials such as talén ‘perhaps’,

valbsziniileq 'probably' and biztosan 'surely, certainly' express

speaker attitudes, they do not belong to the propositional part
of the sentence, that 1s, they are not part of the description of
the world. They rather express the speaker's attitude towards a
certain state-of-affair;% Speaker attitudes are not asserted} they
are ilndicated or expressed. Thus, sentences (22) (b)-(d) consist

of a propositional content ('Peter is writing a2 letter!) and an
expression of the speaker's attitude tewards the state-of-affairs
expressed by the propositional content at hand. Consequently, the
gquestion whether such sentences represent a true or & false propo-

sition cannot be asked. It is impossible to account for (22)(b)~

{d) in purely truth-functional terms. Speaker attitudes, in general.
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can neither be guestioned nor negated. The sentences (23)(a)-(c)
are all bad.
{23) (a) +Nem igaz, hogy Péter talén levelet ir,
‘It is not true that perhaps Peter is writing
a letter’

(b) +Nem igaz, hogy Péter valbsziniileg levelet ir.

'It is not true that Peter is probably writing

a letter.®
(c) +Nem igaz, hogy Péter biztosan levelet ir.
'It is not true that Peter is surely writing
a letter'
In these sentences negation has the widest scope, i.e. the modals
are included in the scope of negation.’ On the nther hand, it deex
not come as a sur-
rrise that sentences in which negation is included in the sccpe of
the modal operator are quite alright. Consider
(24) (a) Péter talén nem levelet ir.
'Perhaps, Peter is not writing a letter’
{b) Péter valdsziniileg nem levelet ir.
'Peter is probably not writing a letter’
{c) Péter biztosan nem levelet ir.
'Peter is surely not writing a letter'
Similar considerations hold true for guestions as well:; modal ad-
verbials cannct be included in the scope of the question operator

rof

Let us now return to (22)(a). Intuitively, as pointed out

but, of course, guestions can be ‘modalized’.

above, this sentence is related to the sentences (22} (b}-{(d). One
could thus claim that this sentence is not a descriptive statement

about the world either. It expresses, similarly to the sentences
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which contain modal adverbials, the speaker's attitude. Consider
(25) (a) +Nem igaz, hogy Péter levelet irhat.
) 'It is not true that Peter must be writing a
letter?
(b) +Péter levelet irhat?
‘Must Peter be writing a letter!
Neither (25)(a) nor (25){(b) are possible sentences iﬁ;aungarian.
The same holds for all the other cases of subjective epistemic
possibility discussed above. We may thus conclude that sentences
expressing subjective epistemic possibility can neither be‘negated
nor questioned. And, again, at least negation 1s possible Lf it
is included in the scope of the moéal:
(26) Péter nem levelet irhat.
'‘Peter maynnot be writing a letter (he must be
writing something else)'
Thus, the modal operator that brings about the subjective epistemic
reading must have the wider scope.,

Notice, incidentally, that mcdal adverbials can easily be
combined with objective epistemic possibility {in the case of
subjective epistemic possibility such combinatione are not excluded
either but the sentences sound slightly redundant). For example,
(27) (a) Péter taldn irhat levelet.

'Perhaps, Peter may be writing a letter®
(b) Péter bizonyfra irhat levelet.
'‘No doubt, Peter may be writing a letter'
In these sentences we have to do with two modal operators. The
operator that brings about the objective epistemic reading is in-

cluded in the scope of the operator that expresses various (modal)
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speaker attitudes.

Negation, question-formation, etc, are propositional operators;
they nap propositions onto propositions. The modal operators of
model logic (epistemic operator, deontic operator, etc,), too, are
propositional operators. Badal adverbials and subjective epistemic
possibllity, on the other hind, exprese attitudinal cperators. Such
operators evaluate propositions, The propositions thus evaluated
are no longer propositions, they are no longer descriptions of the
world and thiey can no longer be accounted for in terms of truth
condltions,

It is generally true that propositional operatcrs can easily
stand in the scope of attitudinal operators but the reverse does
not hold: attitudinal operators can never be included in the scope
of a propositional operator,

The above general rufe explains why sentences containing an
attitudinal operatoxr (modal or other) cannot be negated, questicned,
focussed, contrasted, coordinated, etc. That is, none of the pro-
positional operators is applicable.

In sum, then, the essential difference between objective
epistenic possibility and subjective epistemic possibillity éannot
be a matter of degree. Objective epistemic possibility is a propo-
sitional operator. If such an operator is applied to a proposition
we get gnother proposition which can be accounted for truth-func-
tionally. On the other hand, subjective epistemic possibility is
an attitudinal operator, It turns a proposition into a subjectively
evaluated proposition. Such a proposition is no longer a description
of the world, it does not make any sense to ask whether it is true

or false,
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5. The picture I have been drawing of epistemic possibility in
Hungarian cannot be complete without a discussion of epistemic
necessity, however cursory it may be.

As already pointed out, ‘must®’® is expressed in Hungarian
by means of the modal auxiliary kell. In contrast to the expression
of possibility, kell is a verb and not a suffix. Consider the
following sentences:

(23) (a) Péternek a konyh&ban kell lennie.
lit. Peter-dat, the kitchen-in must be-Pers.suf.
'Peter must be in the kitchen'
{b) Péteruek kouyvet kell olvasnia.
lit, Peter-dat. book-acc. must read-Pers.suf.
'Peter must be reading a book'

(c) Péternek f&vival kellett talilkoznia.

l1it, Peter-dat, Eve-with must-Past meet-Pers.suf.

' peter must have met Eve'
Let us disregard again the nonepistemic readings of these sentences.
Such readings are possible here in sapite of the fact that the focus
of the sentence is on a constituent different from the verb. More~
over , focus does not disambiguate these sentences with respect
to the two epistemic interpretations either. The sentences (28)(a)-
(c) can be interpreted in hoth ways: either as expressions of ob-
jective epistemic necessity or of subjective epistemic necessity.
However, as soon as kell is moved into a higher clause, only the
objective epistemic reading will be possible:di,
(29) (a) Kell, hogy Péter a konyh&ban legyen.

tIt is necessary that Peter be in the kitchen'

(b} Kell, hogy Peter &Bn%%et olvasson,

‘It i8 necessary that Peter be reading a book'
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(c) In sone cases it is possible to yet the objective epis-
temic reading by putting extra Stress$ on the modal auxiliary. For
exampie,

(30) Péternek kellett Bvival tal&lkoznia,
*It was necessary that Peter met Eve'

this sentence can nc longer be interpreted as expressing subjective

epnistemic necessity.

The speaker's commitment in the case of subjective epistemic

kell 1z only slightly strgnger (if at all) than in the case of

subjective epistemic <-hat/-het. It goes without saying that the
relationship between subjective enistemic xell and subjective epis-—
temic -hat/-aet cannot be expressed in terms of the equivalences
(11)(a)=-{b). This follows already from the impossibility of nega-
tion. Furthermore, the ilmplication (12} does not hold either for
the subjective epistemic gggg. There is no ‘epistemic space' for
which (31) (a) would imply the truath of (31){b):
(31) {a) péternek kinvvet kell olvasnia.

'Peter must be reading a book!

{b) Péter kinyvet olvas,

'Peter is reading a beox'

We saw above that the objective epistemic reading of kell
can be made apparent in two ways: elther by putting extra stress
on kell (this is'the c¢evice used in many unrelated languages) or
by moving kell into a higher clause. Notice bhat the subjective

¢pistemic reading of kell, too, can be made explicit, In (32)(a)-

{c) the sentences (28} (a)~{c) are modified by ~- & kelieve-clause.
(32)(a) ° Azt hiszem, Péternek a konyhfban kell lernnie.

'I think, Peter must be &n the kitchen'
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{L) Azt hicszerm, Pé&ternek kiuyvet hell clvasnia.
'I think, Peter must be reading a Look'
(c) Mzt hiczem, Péternek Evhval kellett talflkoznia,
'Y think, Peter muet have met Eve'
For quite obvious reasons these senrences can only be interpreted
as expressing subjective epistenic nucessity.az{
In surr, then, wo moy conclude that 1%.525; is focussed
{stressed), the sentence in guestiuva vannot e interpreted as
WM ressisyy 3ubjective eplistemic nzceuwsiily. But focus on a dansti~
taent dilferent from keil dows nou nake tie seutonoce disambiguous.
6. Thougn we may have a relacively clear piciture of subjective
gpistenic pocribilicy and ne:essity¢’%§ﬁggae not answered the ques~-
tion 25 vet how thig modality can be accounted for. in this con~
cluling section I am y0oinyg cou savteh a pusasible solation to the
problem,
is we saW; objective epistenmic possibility and okjective epist |
tenndle necessity can be acceountednfor in epistemic logic. The modal
sentences in which they occur are Jdescriptions of the §6£kL hence

1t is reasonable to assign themr truth-values. Thus, the propcsition

Peter way Le reading a 1oox is trua just in case the proposition

Peter is readincg a book is compatdble with the background B and

the proposition Peter must be reacding a book is true just in case

the proposition Peter is reading a book follows from the background

B, In general
{33) (a) p 18 trve i{ff p is compatible with B,
(b7 p is true iff p follows from B.
So far so good. Rut how should odal attitvdes be accounted for?

It should be sufficiently clear by now that they are not truth~func-—
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tional ,consequently means other than truth-condiéions are called
for.

Modal attjitudes express gqualifications in terms of the speak-
er's commitment to the possibility of a certain state-of-affairs,
Apparently, a modal attitude need not express the real beliefs of
the spezker: he may express a stronger commitment to the possibility
of a certain state-of-affairs than he has evidence for, or, alter-
natively, he may express a weaker commitment. This is something whict
can be accounted for by means of the sincerity condition (34) and
the conversational postulate (35):

(34) Sincerity Condition: D¢ not express ATT(modal) if

you do not have sufficiently enough evidence for it.

(35} Bonversational Postulate: Express ATT(modal) that

indicates the stréngest commitment for which you
have evidence.
ATT(modal) denotes any given modal attitude.

The semantic structure of sentences which contain linguistic
expressions of ATT(medal) consists of two main parts: (i) the
proposition p and (ii) ATT(modal). Schematically..

{36} sem = (ATT(modal), p)

In truth-functional semantics one assigns denotata to propositions.
One way to account for (36) would Ge to do essentially the same
thing, only the denotata would be different. Notice first that the
modal attitudes discussed have afl to do with possibility (hmﬂuﬁhqu
kell ‘musi'), none of them qualifies necessity. This seems to be
the general rule: in Hungarian there is not a single expression

of modal attitude which would be related to necessity., They all

express degrees and kinds of possibility. Add the speaker would
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only use expressions of ATT(modal) if he knows that p is possible.
It seems thus reasonable to assign p Iin (36) the state-of-affairs
expressed by the proposition ‘p is possible', The first part of
(36), ATT(modal), can be interpreted as the incication of the speak-
er's commitment to °'p is possible'. However, semantically, subjective
epistemic possibility does not simply mean possibility, as we saw oo
akove, The semantic meaning of subjective epistemic sentences derives
from the interplay of possibility and focus (i.e. exhaustive listing).
In other cases of ATT(modal), ¢f course, this need not be so. Thux,
we may formulate for subjective epistemic ~hat/-het and kell the
following 'denotation-conditions't4}/
(37} {a) p is compatible with B, (=possibility)
{b) p:' ig the only proposition compatible
with B {=exhaustive listing)
(c) ithe speaker indicates that he has a certain
evidernce wlth respect to the possibility of
P
To indicate a commitment should be taken to mean 'to express a
commitment®. The commitment expressed need not correspond exactly
to the evidence the speaker has. The denonatum of ATT(modal) is
the corresponding modal attitude expressed, It should be made claer

that -hat/~het and &ell reflect (are expressions of) two slightly

different modal attitudes Ut {his fact has not been taken care of
in the formulation of (37)(c). This condition is anyhow rather vague
but I cannot offer anything more adegquate at the moment,

One may claim that the conditions (37)(a)-{(c) must be ful~-
filled for (36) to have meaning.

This brings us to the end of our discussion of the inter-
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relationship between focus and modality in Hungarian. I hope to
have been able to show that focus plays a decisive role in dis~-
tinsquishing two radically different epistemic readings: the read-
ing in which a modal propositional operator is involved and the
reading in which an attitudinal operator 1is at stake, This dés-
tinction is certainly not a privilege of Hungarian: it is drawa in
many languages. What is special about Hungarian is the interplay

14
between the positionally (syntactically) defined focus and modality.’
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Notes

l./ There is a steadily growing literature on the topic-focus
structure of Hungarian. In the present context, QOwevar, it 48
sufficient to refer to E.Kiss 1981.

2./ I am speaking of éonstituents within the verb phrase, of
course. The topic of Ehe sentence, too, precedes the verb.t

3./ c£,, for example,iﬁ.xiss 1981,

4./ In general, sentence stress is carried by the main verb in

Hungarian. This means that I (6)1(d), ﬁx?ﬁﬂﬁigé—ﬁ + the verd irta
will receive (;oncontrastive) main stress whereas in (6)(b) it

will receive contraat%ve {emphatic, focus) stress.

5./ For a detailed digcussion of the gemantics of ‘exhaustive
listing' cf. Szabolcsi 1981,

6./ I have discussed the semantics ¢f the possibility suffix in
more detail elsewhere.:Cf. Kiefer 1982, '

‘ 7./ This terminology c;mes from John Lyons. He points out that

*In principle, two kinds of epistemic modality c¢an be distinguished:
objective and subjectiye.' {(Lyons 1977:797) It should be made

clear, however, that my use of the relevant terms is somewhat more
specific since it refers to the two different uses of the pogsibili-
ty suffix -hat/-het and the auxiliary kell ‘must' only. )
8./ That sentence adverbials express speaker attitudes has been
argued for quite convincingly in Lang 1979,

9./ For a more detailed discussion of gpeaker attitudes cf, Lang

+

1983.
lo./ It 48 an interesting fact about Hungarian that there is a

close correspondence between the order of operaters and their

respective scopes. Let be Oy and 0, two operators.+u rthermore, let

¥

ot ]
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us assume that both precedéthe verb and that 01 precedes Oj‘ It

will follow then that O, has wider scope than Oj. Cf. E.Kiss 1984

i
for the details.,
ll./ Sentences such as (29)(a)={b) can easily be negated, guestioned,
etc.,l.e., they are propositions. |
12./ Notice that azt hiszem 'I think' , too, is an attitudinal ope-
rator. Objective epistemic necessity (and, as a matter of fact,
also objgctive epistemic necessity) is not compatible with belfefs
since this wodality is a matter of.knowledge. In contrast to (3z){a)-
(c) a sentence such as

Tudom, hogy P8ternek a konyh&ban kell lennie.

'I know that Peter must be in the kitchen'
can only express objective epistemic necessity.
13./ In the case of statements denotation conditions are equivalent
with truth-conditions. Something like denotation conditions has
also been discussed in Lang 1983:331 (Lang speaks of 'Erfiillungs-
bedingungen').
14./ This paper is part of a more crmprehensive study on epistenmic

modality 4n patural language. Cf, Kiefer (forthcoming).
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