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Polarity and the diachronic development of deontic
modality in Chinese
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Abstract—In this paper, first instantiations of deontic modality
in Archaic Chinese (Early Archaic Chinese EAC, 101 — 6™ c.
BCE, and Late Archaic Chinese LAC, 51" — 2" ¢, BCE) are at
issue. Deontic expressions predominantly include synthetic
modal negative markers and verbs of possibility in
combination with negation and in rhetorical questions; i.e. they
are closely related to polarity. In this brief study, a syntactic
analysis of deontic modal readings mainly in LAC will be
proposed. The discussion is inspired by Cormack and Smith
(2002), who propose a polarity head, which distinguishes a
Modal: connected to necessity readings and a Modal2
connected to possibility readings.
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I. MODALITY IN ARCHAIC CHINESE

Modal verbs in Archaic Chinese are almost exclusively
confined to the category of ‘can-wish’ verbs, i.e. verbs of
possibility and of volition (Peyraube 1999, Liu 2000, Li
2001, Meisterernst 2008). Cross-linguistically, verbs of
possibility belong to the category of ‘first” modals (Leiss
2008); these also constitute the basis of the system of
Germanic modals. The most important modal auxiliaries
expressing POSSIBILITY are néng # able to, k¢ 7] possible,
and dé 75 manage to, able to. All three modals appear first
as lexical verbs in Archaic Chinese; they start to
grammaticalize into different modal markers at different
times. The verb k¢ appears earliest as a marker of deontic
modality in combination with negation and in rhetorical
question. Example (1) represents early instances of the
different modal verbs.

(1) a. fBEXR, Anltth. (Shijing 046/1A, EAC)
Qidng you Ci, bu  ké sdo ye,
wall have tribulus, NEG KE wipe SFP,
On the wall there is a tribulus, it cannot be wiped away.
b. i 52, NEEEM. (Shijing, 026.5, EAC)
Jing ydn si zh, b0 néng fén fei
Quiet word think 30bj, NEG NENG rise fly
‘In quietude thinking about it, I am not able to rise and
fly away.’
c. HEMAGEE 5. (Zuozhuan, Zhao 13, LAC)
gud jun zhi bu dé shi jan yi
Lonely prince know NEG DE serve ruler SFP
‘My prince knows that he cannot serve you, my prince.’

The deontic modal reading of prohibition in Archaic
Chinese was expressed by a set of modal negative markers.
The deontic reading of obligation was expressed
predominantly by the root possibility verbs k¢ and dé, and

by the modal verb bi @4 necessary, must; the latter is
infrequent and appears mostly as an epistemic adverb.* The
deontic reading of root possibility modals was confined to
particular syntactic constraints: 1) Combination with
negation a) NEG + KE/DE; b) KE/DE + NEG; C) NEG + KE/DE +
NEG, and 2) the reverse polarity of rhetorical questions (see

e.g. Han 1998). Nevertheless, in both syntactic contexts the

root possibility markers remained polysemous and could
express both necessity and possibility. An example for the
polysemy of the modal reading of k¢ in combination with
negation is provided in section 2, ex. (4b). Only in Early
Middle Chinese (EMC 2" ¢. BCE — 2™ ¢. CE), new and
unambiguous deontic markers emerged, particularly dang
% should, and ying J& should, ought. The deontic reading
of the new modals was not subject to particular syntactic
constraints.

In this study, | propose that the possibility and the
deontic readings differ syntactically, although they surface
in the same position in the sentence. The analysis is inspired
by a proposal by Cormack and Smith (2002) who argue that
a functional head Pol(arity) (POS/NEG) divides modals into
two groups according to the semantic scope of negation:

1) Modal; in the pre-Pol (POS/NEG) position = deontic
modality (necessity);

2) Modal, in the post-Pol position =
circumstantial) modality (possibility).

According to the cartographic approach employed by e.g.
Tsai 2015, based on Cinque (1999) and Rizzi (1997),
epistemic modality is generated in CP, deontic modality is
generated in IP (Modaly), dynamic modality (possibility and
root possibility modals) is located in the lexical layer (vP,
Modaly). In a first step in section 2, | will show that there is
a position for deontic modality outside the vP layer in CP in
Archaic Chinese; this is where the synthetic deontic
negative markers are hosted. In section 3, possibility modals
in combination with negation will be analyzed; section 4 is
devoted to possibility modals in two kinds of rhetorical
guestions, questions with wh-words, and yes-no questions.

dynamic /

Il. DEONTIC MODALITY ‘PROHIBITION’ IN LATE ARCHAIC
CHINESE: MODAL NEGATIVE MARKERS

Prohibition in LAC is expressed by a class of synthetic
modal negative markers, which constitute a morphological
class of their own, or by a possibility modal + NEG. The
different modal negative markers are 1) wi (muo”) H:/4E,
and 2) wu (mut) 7] (the latter appears particularly in the
negation of transitive verbs. WG (mua”) #/# is located in
CP, it seems to be higher than wi 7. Djamouri (1991)

! The latter is not at issue in this study due to its particular syntactic and
semantic constraints.



proposes an epistemic reading for wi #: in the earliest
inscriptional literature; wii 77 has a deontic reading. The
semantic function of the negative markers is: — NECESSARY
NOT. In EMC, synthetic modal negation starts to be replaced
by analytic modal negation: — NEG + AUXmod, SEEN iN €X.
(2b), also with the reading: — NECESSARY NOT.

(2) a. ZEEZ A E . (Zuozhuan Zhao 18, LAC)
Jin jiuké  wu chi yu gong
Prohibit old guest NEGmod leave PREP palace
‘he (forbade) ordered older visitors not to leave the
palace.’

b. VANt B ABMM . HLLF48EE.  (Taisho 51,
2085, 857D, Faxian 5™ c. CE)
Jingrényi shi bu dé xiang huan, dan yi

Server add food NEG DE mutual call.out, only with
shou zhi  hut
hand show wave
‘If the servers are supposed to add food, one must not
call them, only wave with the hands.’
Paraphrase: it is NECESSARY NOT to call (out loud) to them;
— NECESSARY [NOT = clear obligation, the theoretical
possibility to call still exists.

Evidence for the high position of deontic negation
outside vP in a functional projection within CP comes from
the combination with high adverbials. In (3a), the high
modal adverb yong J&, marker of rhetorical questions,
follows the negative wi 7J; b. shows the high position of
yong; it precedes the high epistemic adverb bi 44 certainly,
necessarily in a rhetorical question corresponding to the
force head, SFP/Q hii “J-; the rhetorical question has
epistemic modality. Wu usually follows bi. In c. the negative
wl H precedes the high adverb ndi /5 thus, thereupon,
usually following the subject in the CP layer; the reading is
epistemic.

(3) a. AL LAZEZR, ZIEMBLUZRT.
Bu ri ting zhi yi  zu  Qin, WU
NEG be.like listen 30BJ CON finish Qin, NEGmod
yong chéng yé  yiwéi tianxia
YONG mention NOM make empire
‘It would be better to listen to them and let Qin succeed,
but it should not be announced and made to [an affair
of] the empire.” (Zhangguo ce 11.10.2, 2™ c¢. BCE)
b. P LS F-?
Sud xiao zhé yong  bi dé xing
REL follow REL RHETQ necessarily obtain favor
hii
SFP/Q
‘Is what follows that they are really necessarily
obtaining favor?!” (Zhanguo ce 25.25.5, 2" c. BCE)

c. R, BARMNE] , BIIA T2 Jiang
dai hou, hou you ci ér

FUT wait successor, successor have excuse CON

tdo yan

hold.accountable PREP.30bj

wi ndi bu ké hit

NEGmod then NEG possible SFP/Q

“If we will wait for a successor, and if the successor has
excuses and we hold him accountable for it, should that
not be inappropriate?!” (Zuozhuan Xuan 15, LAC)
— Different positions for the modal negative markers in the
CP and the TP layer
d-[CP [ForceP yong [ModPepist BI/WU, [TP [Modeeont WU, [PoIP
[vel111111

I1l. DEONTIC MODALITY AND POSSIBILITY MODALS +
NEGATION

Negation and rhetorical questions as a trigger for deontic
readings have been noted already e.g. in Liu (2000) and Li
(2001). The deontic reading does not seem to be
distinguished in the linear order in PF from the possibility
reading; additionally the possibility markers remain
polysemous and can express both necessity and possibility.
The situation is different from Modern Mandarin, where
different modal readings are reflected in different syntactic
positions (see e.g. Tsai 2015) in the linear order of the
sentence. Since it is difficult to provide purely syntactic
evidence for the generation of the possibility and the deontic
readings in different positions, the semantic scope of
negation has been employed in order to show that MODposs
can be merged in two different positions at LF, following
Cormack and Smith (2002). This approach is particularly
promising, since both syntactic environments in which
deontic readings first emerge involve a change of polarity.
Because the semantic scope of negation is not necessarily
reflected by the syntactic position of NEG, the approach
provides only indirect evidence for the realization of
possibility modals in two different syntactic positions as
Modal; and Modal, in LAC and Early Middle Chinese
(EMC) (2@ ¢. BCE-2" ¢. CE). The two readings are
represented by (4) a. and b., and simplified analyses are
provided in c. and d. respectively.

(4) a AT, T .
zhong bu ké jiu, yiérqi zht
finally NEG can finish, then abandon OBJ
‘... when eventually it could not be finished, they gave it
up.” (Shiji: 112; 2961, EMC 100 BCE)
NOT[POSSIBLE

b. BN 2K, AHELE 5,

chén wénbai jan zhi jiang, bu  ké yi
subject hear defeat army GEN general, NEG can Y|
ydn yong,

speak bravery,
‘I have heard that the general of a defeated army should
not speak about bravery.” (Shiji: 92;2617, EMC 100

BCE)
1) It is not possible that the general of a defeated army
speaks about ... = a general of a defeated army is not

able to speak about ... NOT [POSSIBLE / CAN, —
2) It is not permitted that the general of a defeated army

speaks about ... = it is advisable that a general of a
defeated army does not speak about ...” NECESSARY
[NoT

C. [wp [Mod2r BU [modzr KE [ve jiti [ve [v ti]1111]
d. [rp [Modip BU [mod1r KE [roie [ 11111



Logically, the necessity reading is possible, because ‘it is
necessary that not p is logically equivalent to ‘it is not
possible that p: o-p = — ¢ p.” However, the example in (4a)
demonstrates that the logical possibility does not have to be
realized.

Obligation in LAC is most frequently expressed by the
possibility modal KE with double negation ‘NEG+KE+NEG
cannot not = have to” (Chinese does not have negative
concord), or in rhetorical questions involving reverse
polarity as in the examples in (5); a. contains double
negation, and b. is a rhetorical question only marked by a Q
sentence final particle. In the next section, rhetorical
questions marked by wh-words, or modal adverbs/particles
will be presented.

(6)a BET—FU&/M, —FUR/AH, SAHUAHE
#. (Lunyu 19.25, LAC)
Jianzi yi yan yi  wéi zhi, yi yadn
gentleman one word APPL make know, one word

yi wéi bu  zhi,
APPL make NEG know
yan bu ké bu  shen yé

word NEG Ke NEG careful SFP
‘A gentleman will be considered wise according to one
word, or he will be considered unwise according to one
word, words cannot not (=have to) be treated with
carel’
= POSS — — NECESSARY [THAT (positive polarity)
b. S AN, FIAHEE?
shi zhi yurén yé ké bu shén ya
influence GEN at man SFP, can NEG careful SFP/Q
‘And in using one’s power with regard to human beings,
must one not be careful / one must (it is necessary to)
be carefull?’ (Shiji:40;1737, EMC (100 BCE))
Paraphrase: is it possible that one is not careful? = it is not
possible that one is not careful; the negative operator
cancels out the negation marker following the modal.
Opl[possible not careful] Q (following Han 1998)
—[possible not careful] — NECESSARY [THAT to be careful

IV. RHETORICAL QUESTIONS AND DEONTIC MODALITY

In this section, adverbial wh-words of the meaning how
in rhetorical questions and yes-no questions marked by a
modal adverb will be discussed briefly. In Modern
Mandarin different positions are available for wh-words how
and why according to Tsai (2008). Contrastingly, in LAC,
wh-words seem to occupy always the same position, i.e. a
position following aspect-temporal adverbs, but preceding
auxiliary verbs (Meisterernst 2015), i.e. they appear outside
of vP in the CP/TP layer. Adverbial wh-words are always in
preverbal position; object wh-words undergo a change from
preverbal to in-situ position in EMC (see Aldridge e.g.
2013). Wh-words in rhetorical questions differ syntactically
from modal Q markers, adverbs, or modal particles, which
in rhetorical yes-no questions seem to have functions similar
to German modal particles, such as etwa, wohl, doch. In
linear order, they always precede adverbial wh-words.? The

2 “Adverbial” wh-word merely refers to their status as not referring to an
argument. Nothing is said about their status as NPs, DP, or actual adverbs.
Adverbial wh-words have received much less interest in diachronic studies
of Chinese than argument wh-words.

order of wh-words with respect to modals starts to change in
EMC, where also adverbial wh-words are allowed following
modals as in example (6a) with the deontic modal DANG in a
real question with a manner wh-word. This provides some
evidence for the upward movement and grammaticalization
of DANG from a lexical verb to a functional category
(following Roberts and Roussou 2003). In a rhetorical
guestion, the wh-word continues to appear preceding the
modal (6b).

(6) a. XA EME . WEDME.
Shé you shi wen  zhé, ri dang yunhé da
If have this question REL, you DANG how answer
‘If there are any with these questions, how should you
answer?’ — You should answer with the following
speech ... (Taisho 1, 1, p. 112b, 5th c. CE)
b. BLEC FEMERIE — 18 . =78 REHGHIR %
Ci bigiu wéi zhi c¢i yi ji,  yunhédang
This bhiksu only know this one gatha, how DANG
ableteach 1 PL
“This bhiksu knows only this one gatha, how will he be
able to advise us?” — he will not be able to advise us.
(Taishé 22, 1421, 463, 5" c. CE)

Rhetorical questions function as assertions of opposite
polarity from what is apparently asked (Han 1998).
According to Han, rhetorical questions are the strongest way
to implicate the speakers expectations, “It asserts that the
speaker believes that the set of individuals that satisfy the
question is empty.” This strong assertion makes them liable
for modal interpretations. Han (1998) proposes a polarity
operator in [Spec, CP] in rhetorical questions, the polarity of
which is unspecified in rhetorical yes-no questions. In
rhetorical wh-questions, “the wh-phrase maps onto an empty
set, which is semantically equivalent to a negative
quantifier.” In English evidence comes from the behaviour
of NPI in rhetorical questions. This test is not applicable in
Archaic and Early Middle Chinese. The examples in (7)
provide some evidence for both a deontic (a) and a
possibility reading (b.) in a rhetorical question. The situation
thus does not differ from AUXeposs + NEG.

(7) a fEALHH:, AP HEE, MBI, BREAI?
Zai wei shu  shi, shi shou
Be.at position several generation, generation keep
qi ye, ér wang qi  sud,

POSS work, CON forget POSS place,
Qiao yan dé chi zht
Qiao how DE be.ashamed OBJ
*He is in his position for several generations, and from
generation to generation he has kept his position, but he
forgot his place, how could I, Qiao, be ashamed of it?’
— 1 should not be ashamed of it. (Zuozhuan, Zhao 16,
LAC)

—Hx[Qiao x can be ashamed of it] = NEG [POSSIBLE that Qiao

is ashamed — NECESSARY [NOT Qiao is ashamed

b. F LN . A .
Wo shi  niirén, hé you dé xian jian fo
I COP woman, how from DE first see Buddha



‘I am a woman, how could I see the Buddha first?” — I
am not able (according to my disposition ... (Taisho 51,
n.2085, p. 859¢, 5" c. CE)
—Hx[pro x can first see Buddha] = NEG [POSSIBLE that I first
can

The following examples represent rhetorical yes-no
questions marked by a modal adverb. In addition to an
adverb, a Q sentence final particle, the head of the ForceP
can mark the question. Following Han (1998), an operator in
[Spec CP] is proposed, equivalent to negation and thus
reversing the polarity of the proposition. We propose that
the modal adverb gi functions as a realization of the operator
in [Spec CP]. In b. the proposition contains a negative
marker in the complement of the modal verb; accordingly,
the polarity reverses to positive NECESSITY in a rhetorical
question. In c., with the ability modal néng &E, the rhetorical
question has a dynamic reading and not a deontic reading.
Deontic readings are particularly infrequent with this modal
verb; the negative operator scopes over the modal.

(8)a. ERELAHEI L, ZREAG MG HR?
Chén qie  yi shi guan  zhi, Qin qidé ai
Subject permit Y1 affair consider OBJ, QIN Q DE love
Zhao ér  zéng Han zai
Zhao CON hate Han SFP
‘If | take the liberty to consider it according to this
affair, could Qin love Zhao, but hate Han!?” — Qin
could not/should not love Zhao ... (Zhangué cé 18,
LAC)
QI[Qin can love Zhao ...]?
=[Qin can love Zhao ...] = NEG [POSSIBLE #/= NECESSARY
[NEG
b. T R T 25 5 ) s
o
Ershi shiziin gao Shelifu:  ru
That time world.honoured.one tell Sariputra: you
yi yingin san qing,
already eager three ask,
Q DE NEG preach
qidé bu  shué (Taisho 9, n. 262, p. 7a, 5" c. CE)
‘At that time the World Honoured One told Sariputra,
“You already earnestly asked three times, could |
possibly not preach?!” — it is necessary that I preach
QI[pro can NEG preach]?
=-[pro can NEG preach] =
NECESSARY [THAT
c. [RAIEEAR, KE8ES? | (Zuozhuan, Ai 1)
Nido zé zé mu, mu qi néng zé nido
Bird TOP choose tree, tree Q able choose bird
“The bird chooses the tree; the tree, can it choose the
bird?! — it cannot choose the bird

[ EREEE, BAR

NEG [POSSIBLE [NEG —

Ql[tree able choose bird]
—[tree able choose bird] = NEG [ABLE

V. CONCLUSION

This brief discussion has shown that although the different
readings of the possibility modals of LAC and EMC are not
reflected in the linear order of the sentence, the modals are
merged in different positions at LF. As necessity operators,
they are merged in CP, scoping over negation and selecting
for Pol[NEG/POS], a polarity head, which can be positive or
negative. In both, the syntactic context of negation and in
rhetorical questions, characterized by reverse polarity, two
interpretations are available according to the scope of
negation: a) the possibility reading within the scope of
negation, and b) the necessity interpretation with the
necessity operator scoping over negation. The fact that
possibility modals remain polysemous may be one of the
triggers for the emergence of unambiguous markers of
deontic modality.

REFERENCES

[1] Aldridge, Edith, “Chinese historical syntax: Middle Chinese,”
Language and Linguistics Compass: Historical Linguistics 7.1, 2013,
pp. 39-57.

[2] Cormack, Annabel, Smith, Neill, “Modals and negation in English,”
in: Modality and its interaction with the verbal system, Linguistik
Aktuell 47 / Linguistics Today 47, S. Barbiers, F. Beukema, W. van
der Wurff, Eds. Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2002, pp. 133-163.

[3] Han, Chung-Hye, “Deriving the Interpretation of Rhetorical
Questions, Proceedings of WCCFL 16, 1998.

[4] Leiss, Elisabeth, “The silent and aspect-driven patterns of deonticity
and epistemicity: A chapter in diachronic typology,” in: Modality-
aspect interfaces: implications and typological solutions, W. Abraham
and E. Leiss, Eds. Amsterdam/ Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub.
Co, pp. 15-41.

[5]1 Li Ming, Z=B, Hanyu zhudongci de lishi fazhan SEEBIBN AN
Z% &, PhD: Beijing Daxue, 2001.

[6] Liu Li XI#], Xian Qin Hanyu zhudongci yanjiu J5% ¥ sEBhEhEAHT
7% [A study of auxiliary verbs in Pre-Qin Chinese], Beijing: Beijing
Shifan daxue chubanshe, 2000.

[71 Meisterernst, Barbara, “Modal verbs in Han period Chinese Part I:
The syntax and semantics of k¢ ®] and keéyi B] LA,” Cahiers de
Linguistique Asie Orientale 37,1, 2008, pp. 85-120.

[8] Peyraube Alain, “The modal auxiliaries of possibility in Classical
Chinese,” in: Selected Papers from the Fifth International Conference
on Chinese Linguistics, F.-F. Tsao, S. Wang und C.-F. Lien, Taipei:
The Crane Publishing Co. Ltd., 1999.

[9]1 Roberts, lan and Anna Roussou, Syntactic Change: A minimalist
approach to grammaticalization. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press., 2003.

[10] Tsai; Wei-Tian Dylan, “Left peripheriy and how-why alternations,”
Journal of East Asian Linguistics 17, 2008, pp. 83-115.

[11] Tsai, Wei-Tian Dylan, “On the topography of Chinese modals,” in:
Beyond functional sequence, U. Shlonsky, Ed. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2015, pp. 275-294.


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330294718

	Polarity and the diachronic development of deontic modality in Chinese
	I. Modality in Archaic Chinese
	II. Deontic modality ‘prohibition’ in Late Archaic Chinese: modal negative markers
	III. Deontic modality and possibility modals + negation
	IV. Rhetorical questions and deontic modality
	References


