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1
Introduction

A few grammatical and textual features that are said to be typical of Black South African English (henceforth BSAE) have been identified by researchers over the last decade (most recently De Klerk 2003; Mesthrie, 2004; Morreira 2005).  Most of these ‘inventories’ present lists of features with exemplifications, but few researchers have attempted to provide explanations.  De Klerk (2003:464) notes in this respect “existing information about the characteristics and properties of BSAE is very restricted and has its roots in a prescriptive approach in which the variety is compared with the standard.”

To the extent that explanations are offered, the most frequent one is transfer from the various Southern Bantu languages that the speakers of BSAE share as native languages (e.g. De Klerk and Gough, 2002; Makalela, 2004).  A noteworthy exception is a recent paper by Mesthrie (2003) in which he claims that ‘undeletion’ motivates a range of apparently unrelated features of the grammar of BSAE.  The concept undeletion incorporates two related hypotheses: that elements optionally deleted in Standard English are not deleted in BSAE and elements compulsorily deleted in Standard English are optionally deleted (thus also sometimes not deleted) in BSAE.
For the purposes of this paper, I would like to call attention to the following features noted by various researchers:
· “can be able to” as a modal phrase (De Klerk, 2003: 476; De Klerk and Gough, 2002:363; Gough, 1996:63)
· “maybe” used to express conditional modality (De Klerk, 2003:476)
· Very frequent use of modality makers with downtoning function in contrast to infrequent use of modality markers with intensifying function (Makalela, 2004:362)

· Overall higher frequency of modal auxiliaries (Van Rooy and Van Huyssteen, 2001)

There is a way to relate these various features to each other, if one adopts the perspective of Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar (henceforth SFG).  They all belong to the interpersonal domain as ways to express modality.  Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:115) describe the Finite element of the Mood structure of a clause as the grammatical means of grounding a proposition to make it something that can be argued about.  Such grounding is achieved in one of two ways, by reference to the time of speaking, through the tense system, or by reference to the judgement of the speaker, through the modality system.  They specifically note that “modality construes a region of uncertainty where I can express or invite you to express, an assessment of the validity of what is being said” (2004:116).  Within SFG, there is a recognition that meanings are construed through various lexicogrammatical means, some more grammaticalized and some more lexicalized (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004:46).  While the grammaticalized means for expressing modality is principally the auxiliary verbs in the Finite element of the clause, there are also various adjuncts with interpersonal function that construe similar meanings, but in a lexicalized manner.  Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:125-132) label these modal adjuncts and divide them into mood and comment subtypes.
In this paper, I will analyse the various ways in which modality meanings are expressed in BSAE.  This requires an examination of modal auxiliaries and modal adjuncts.  I adopt an SFG-perspective on the data, while supplementing it with specific corpus-based information from the Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English (Biber et al., 1999), particularly their work on the modal auxiliaries and their discussion of stance adverbials.  After a few brief remarks about my methodology, I will present and analyse the data on modal auxiliaries, including a consideration of a couple of structures within which these modals are used in characteristic ways in BSAE, before presenting and analysing the data on modal adjuncts.  This is an explorative study that tries to determine if there are characteristic features of BSAE as far as the expression of modality is concerned.  In the present paper, the main focus is on the analysis of the Tswana Learner English corpus (henceforth TLE), a corpus of advanced student writing that forms part of the International Corpus of Learner English.  In future, I hope to extend this to other written and spoken corpora of BSAE.  Apart from reference to the information in Biber et al. (1999), I also draw on LOCNESS, a comparative corpus of native English student writing in determining what constitutes characteristic features of BSAE, as represented by the TLE.
2
Methodology
The Tswana Learner English Corpus consists of 516 essays by different students taking English as major subject at university.  They are all native speakers of Setswana, one of the nine official African languages of South Africa.  It was collected over a three year period at three tertiary institutions where there are substantial numbers of Setswana speakers.  In total, the corpus consists of 199 161 words.  The control corpus, the Louvain Corpus of Native English Students (LOCNESS) consists of essays written by native English speakers from England and America, and has a total of 202 923 words.
Data for the auxiliaries were obtained by extracting concordance lines for all the modals and semi-modals listed by Biber et al. (1999:483-484), and inspected for any instances where the lexical items are homonyms that are not modals (e.g. “may” referring to the fifth month, “can” to a container for beverages, “need” used as a noun or lexical verb).  The habitual aspect form “used to” was excluded, because its meaning is less modal and more temporal/aspectual.  The full list of items is:
(1)
Modal and semi-modal auxiliaries
(a)
can, could, may, might, must, shall, should, will, would (with all their negative forms)

(b)
be going to, be supposed to, (have) got to, had better, have to, need to, ought to

For the classification of the modal meanings, the basic classification of Biber et al. (1999:485) was adopted, in terms of which modals were classified into one of the following seven categories of meaning.  Apart from the meaning “ability”, in each cluster of meanings, the first one listed is the intrinsic or deontic one and the second one the extrinsic or epistemic one.
(2)
Modal auxiliary meaning classification

(a)
permission/possibility/ability

(b)
obligation/necessity

(c)
volition/prediction

The actual procedure was to include all modals in cases where fewer than 100 occurred, but for the more frequent modals, a random selection of 100 was made for the purposes of analysis.  As basis for comparison, the results reported in Biber et al. (1999:491-497) were used, concentrating on those for academic writing.
As far as modal adjuncts are concerned, a comprehensive list of adjuncts was compiled from Biber et al. (1999:853-875 – they use the designation “stance adverbials”), supplemented by Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:82, 125-132).  A total of 98 items were included in the list, of which 70 were observed in one or both of the corpora.  They were classified in terms of the meanings identified by Biber et al. (1999).  The basic system is as follows, with some of the most frequent examples of actual modal adjuncts in each category:
(3)
Classification of modal adjuncts (from Biber et al., 1999:853-875)
(a)
Epistemic adjuncts
Actuality/reality: actually, really, in fact
Doubt/certainty: maybe, perhaps, I think
Imprecision: about, roughly
Limitation: generally, in most cases
Source of knowledge: according to X, apparently

Viewpoint: in my opinion, in my view

(b)
Attitude adjuncts

Evaluation: unfortunately, hopefully
Expectation: I guess, inevitably
Importance: importantly
(c)
Style adjuncts: simply, honestly
3
Modal auxiliaries
The total frequencies of the various modal auxiliaries in the TLE and LOCNESS are reported in Table 1.  It is clear that in overall terms, the TLE makes significantly more use of the modal auxiliaries than LOCNESS.  It is also true for most individual modals, with the exception of “would”, and to a lesser extent “may” and “could”.  In general, the modals with stronger force (deontic) or expressing more certainty (epistemic) are the ones that are particularly frequent in the TLE (“can”, “will”, “must” and “should”).
	Modal auxiliary
	Total per corpus
	Per million words

	
	TLE
	LOCNESS
	TLE
	LOCNESS

	can
	1397
	737
	7015
	3632

	could
	212
	367
	1066
	1809

	going to
	189
	42
	949
	207

	got to
	2
	2
	10
	10

	had better
	0
	0
	0
	0

	have to
	254
	236
	1275
	1163

	may
	151
	230
	758
	1133

	might
	81
	61
	407
	301

	must
	409
	177
	2054
	872

	need to
	105
	41
	528
	202

	ought to
	2
	3
	10
	15

	shall
	7
	6
	35
	30

	should
	794
	481
	3987
	2370

	supposed to
	15
	26
	75
	128

	will
	1566
	697
	7864
	3435

	would
	396
	871
	1989
	4292

	Total
	5580
	3977
	28022
	19599


Table 1
Total and relative frequencies of modal auxiliaries
The specific meanings of the modals in the TLE are reported in Table 2, and in Table 3 the rounded figures are compared to those reported for academic writing by Biber ​et al. (1999:491-497).
	Modal
	Ability
	Perm.
	Poss.
	Obl.
	Nec.
	Vol.
	Pred.
	Result
	Superfluous

	can
	1824
	421
	2946
	912
	0
	0
	0
	491
	421

	could
	224
	21
	532
	75
	11
	0
	96
	32
	75

	going to
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	116
	833
	0
	0

	got to
	0
	0
	0
	10
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	have to
	0
	0
	0
	1119
	91
	0
	0
	39
	26

	may
	15
	15
	636
	31
	0
	0
	23
	0
	38

	might
	5
	0
	372
	10
	0
	0
	5
	5
	10

	must
	0
	0
	0
	1889
	144
	0
	0
	21
	0

	need to
	0
	0
	0
	476
	29
	6
	0
	0
	17

	ought to
	0
	0
	0
	5
	5
	0
	0
	0
	0

	shall
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	10
	25
	0
	0

	should
	0
	0
	80
	3508
	399
	0
	0
	0
	0

	supposed to
	0
	0
	0
	60
	15
	0
	0
	0
	0

	will
	159
	0
	556
	159
	0
	318
	6513
	0
	159

	would
	20
	0
	80
	20
	0
	258
	1551
	0
	60

	Total
	2247
	457
	5202
	8274
	694
	708
	9046
	588
	806


Table 2
Meanings of modal auxiliaries in TLE, expressed as relative frequency per million, based on analysis of samples of 100 per modal auxiliary. (Abbreviations: Perm. = permission; Poss. = possibility; Obl. = obligation; Nec. = necessity; Vol. = volition; Pred. = prediction)
The data in Table 2 indicate the existence of two categories of meaning not discussed in by Biber et al. (1999).  The category Superfluous is one that may be expected in a non-native corpus, although it is not nearly as frequent as to provide an explanation for the difference in overall frequency between the TLE and native language writing, as represented by LOCNESS or the Longman Corpus (henceforth LSWE).  
Examples of the superfluous use of the modals are given in (4) and (5).  The clause containing the relevant modal is underlined in examples from the TLE, with the item under consideration in bold.  Due to the complexities presented by second language data, more context than a single concordance line is presented in order to evaluate the meanings more accurately.
(4)
I feel pity to talk about my father    (who died of Aids)     but this kind of things should be told to people so that they can beleve.  My father could not let me talk about this desease with him because he thought I am not showing respect to him and that is a custom.  I really could say more and conclude this fairly if I had time. 

(5)
My argument is if and only if most people had something that will occupy their minds, with the HIV/AIDS Epidemic could not be so high, hence this will caurtion other continents that Africa is the mother of HIV/AIDS Epidemic.  
It seems as if the writer in (4) tries to state the fact that his father did not allow him to engage him in conversation about AIDS, because of a cultural taboo, which is made explicit.  As presented, the most plausible reading of the passage is that the speaker actually tried to talk to his father, but was then told not to do so because his father regarded such conversation as disrespectful.  One might postulate some kind of “intrinsic ability” reading (on the part of the father), but that seems less likely in context.  In (5), the tense mismatch is already an indication of the superfluous quality of the modal; an infinitive formulation would have been more standard English.  There is clearly no possibility of a volition reading, and a prediction reading is inappropriate in this particular relative clause that refers to some non-existent “something”.  There is no implication that the future existence of the “something” is being predicted.
The second new category in Table 2 is called Result.  It refers to instances where a modal, mainly “can” is used in a result or conclusion clause, where some event is first presented in a preceding clause, and then, usually after “so as”, a result is stated.  In most of these cases, my interpretation is that the modal is not necessary to refer to possibility, as the preceding clause already communicates the epistemic conditions for the actualisation of the second clause.  The context does not warrant a reading of the “so that” clause as if some ability or possibility is created by the preceding clause, but a result follows from the preceding event (which itself may or may not be hypothetical).  Such instances are not superfluous in the same way as examples (4) and (5), but certainly represent overly explicit marking of the epistemic modality.  Examples are:
(6)
Sex trade is the main which led to this epidemic, because other girls who are in the sex trade did'nt have much time to use a condom so that they can get a lot of money.  Others who had experience this killer disease use a condom.   

(7)
The prison system is outdated.  Society should not punish its criminals, but rehabilitate them so that they had to know that they are doing wrong.   

Apart from these untypical uses of modal auxiliaries, there are modal auxiliaries that are used with atypical meanings.  The modal “can” is sometimes used to refer to obligations, while “could” is used with all meanings except volition.  Examples of these atypical uses are:
(8)
What I think can be done is our government can give us free education and not ask for the so called experience so that we can all get jobs and be able to maintain our families and that way will be fighting a lot of things. 
(“can” used to express obligation, roughly “should”)
(9)
If only our people didn't demand on the government, staying at home everyday being idealess, wanting to be spoonfeeded, Poverty could have not being here.
  
(“could” used to express prediction, roughly “would”)
After considering these non-standard uses of the modals, we are still left with a large number of modals in the TLE, proportionally much more frequent than in native corpora, but used in a more or less standard English way.  In an attempt to understand why this is so, a comparison is made between the distribution of modal meanings in the TLE and in the academic writing section of the LSWE corpus (Biber et al., 1999:491-497).
	Modal
	Ability
	Perm.
	Poss.
	Obl.
	Nec.
	Vol.
	Pred.
	Result
	Superfluous

	can
	+200
	+200
	+1600
	+1000
	
	
	
	+400
	+400

	could
	+200
	
	-200
	
	
	
	
	
	

	going to
	
	
	
	
	
	+200
	+800
	
	

	have to
	
	
	
	+800
	
	
	
	
	

	may
	
	
	-2200
	
	
	
	
	
	

	might
	
	
	-200
	
	
	
	
	
	

	must
	
	
	
	+1200
	-400
	
	
	
	

	need to
	
	
	
	+200
	
	
	
	
	

	should
	
	
	
	+2400
	
	
	
	
	

	will
	+200
	
	+600
	+200
	
	+200
	+4200
	
	+200

	would
	
	
	
	
	
	
	+400
	
	

	Total
	+600
	+200
	-400
	+5800
	-400
	+400
	+5400
	+400
	+600


Table 3
Relative difference in distributions of meanings between TLE and LSWE (academic writing section) corpora.  Rounded to nearest 200 per million in both cases, a positive value indicates higher frequency of the meaning in the TLE, a negative value indicates higher frequency in the academic writing section of the LSWE. (Abbreviations: Perm. = permission; Poss. = possibility; Obl. = obligation; Nec. = necessity; Vol. = volition; Pred. = prediction)

The comparison between the meanings in the TLE and the Longman Corpus makes for very interesting reading.  Following from the difference in overall frequency in modal use, the TLE makes more extensive use of most types of meanings.  However, two of the epistemic meanings, possibility and necessity, are relatively less frequent in the TLE than in the LSWE.  Furthermore, among the possibility modals, “can” is used substantially more often in the TLE, while the less frequent use of “may” with possibility meaning in the TLE is an even bigger difference between the two corpora.  “Can” expresses a higher degree of certainty than “may”, which means that the meaning that is really underrepresented is a weak degree of possibility.  The meaning of prediction, the third epistemic meaning analysed is much more frequent in the TLE.  Usually, a very strong degree of certainty is attached to “will”, while the difference in frequency for prediction meanings attached to the less certain “would” is far less.  Thus, while the prediction meanings are more frequent in the TLE, weaker epistemic modality remains proportionally infrequent in the TLE in comparison with stronger degrees of certainty.

The deontic meanings show a more spectacular difference than the epistemic ones.  While permission and volition are relatively infrequent in writing in general, they are nevertheless present in the TLE substantially more than in the academic writing component of the LSWE.  Obligation, the third deontic meaning, occurs more often in than the other two in both corpora, but again, the TLE has a relative frequency of more than double that of the LSWE.  In may in part be due to the nature of the TLE: argumentative essays invite readers to express obligations when solutions to problems are offered.  However, academic writing generally invites such meanings, so one should be careful to discard the difference as an artefact of corpus composition.  The extent of the difference is such that one has to conclude that the TLE correspond more closely to spoken language and its interactive nature than most other corpora of written language.
Before moving on to the modal adjuncts, there are two constructions in which modals are used in the TLE that merit a closer look.  As already noted, the construction “can be able to” is characteristic of the TLE, but not recognised in Standard English.  In the TLE, there are fourteen instances of the construction (from 11 different writers, so there is a fairly even distribution of the construction).  This is the same number as in the Xhosa-English corpus of De Klerk (2003), although the latter is more than twice the size of the TLE.  It therefore appears to be even more characteristic of the written than the spoken variety of BSAE.  Examples are:
(10)
Coaches put more effort in their players so that they can be able to win.  

(11)
People become sick for a long time and this caused Aids because this deseas will kill all your imune system and the body can't be able to diffend itself against other deseases.

De Klerk (2003:476) postulates that “can” is mainly used in its deontic meaning of permission, with the phrase “can be able to” used to express the epistemic meaning of ability.  However, in the TLE, both ability and permission meanings occur widely, separate from the “can be able to” construction.  The permission meaning is the least frequent of the three meanings of “can” in the corpus, so De Klerk’s analysis of the Xhosa-English data is not applicable to the TLE data.  A closer look at the fourteen examples, including (10) and (11) above, suggests that the construction “can be able to” combines the extrinsic possibility meaning with the ability meaning, and that it has nothing to do with permission.  It seems like a simple extension of the grammar of English, where “be able to” combines freely with most other modals.  If this is accepted, the meanings expressed by “can be able to” in (10) and (11) can be paraphrased as follows:
(10’)
Coaches put more effort in their players so that they possibly develop the ability to win.  

(11’)
People become sick for a long time and this caused Aids because this deseas will kill all your imune system and the body possibly looses the ability to diffend itself against other deseases.

The other noteworthy construction is the use of “can” in if-conditional clauses.  Quirk et al. (1985:1008-1009) discuss modals in conditional constructions, but highlight mainly two meanings, prediction and volition, both typically expressed by “will” or “would”.  They don’t refer to the use of “can” specifically.  The meaning of an if-conditional is usually to express a certain possible event, so there appears to be some overlap in meaning and function between “can” and if-conditionals.  However, in the TLE, “can” is a notably frequent collocate of “if”.  In Table 4, the data on the use of modals in if-clauses are presented for the TLE and LOCNESS.  It is clear that the TLE combines if-clauses with modals far more extensively than LOCNESS.  Although there are more if-clauses in the TLE, the difference is not enough to account for the difference in modals. When considering the different modals used in if-clauses, it is clear that the difference is largely attributable to the use of the modal “can”. 
	Modal
	TLE
	LOCNESS

	can
	114
	21

	could
	25
	10

	may
	1
	1

	might
	1
	1

	must
	0
	3

	should
	4
	5

	will
	12
	8

	would
	10
	8

	Total if+modal
	167
	57

	Total all if-clauses
	984
	634


Table 4
The use of modal auxiliaries in if-clauses

The modal “can” carries a number of meanings.  While the meaning of possibility seems an unlikely candidate for an if-clause, the meanings of permission or ability are certainly possible in conditionals.  To determine which meanings of “can” occur in the if-clauses, all instances were classified in terms of these three categories of meaning.  The results show how very different the corpora use if: possibility is by far the most frequent meaning in the TLE, and the least frequent in LOCNESS, as is clear from Table 5.
	Meaning
	TLE
	LOCNESS

	Ability
	15 (10%)
	14 (67%)

	permission
	0
	5 (24%)

	possibility
	99 (90%)
	2 (10%)


Table 5
The meanings of “can” in if-clauses, frequencies are given with percentage per corpus in brackets.  Due to rounding, the percentages for LOCNESS add up to 101%.
Examples of the use of “can” with possibility meaning in if-clauses in the TLE are:
(12)
If the state of life can be better and more jobs created then surely that can decrease the spread of HIV in Africa.    

(13)
If universities can introduce more practical than theory, we’re all going to have a brighter living.  

In summary, the TLE makes more extensive use of modal auxiliaries than Standard English.  This applies to most types of meaning and most individual modals.  Furthermore, there are a number of constructions in which the modal “can” occurs that are not entrenched in Standard English.  The results point to an interpretation that the use of modal auxiliaries is an attempt on the part of the speakers to be as specific as possible, and to be as clear as possible.  This is a typical finding about second language speakers generally and speakers acquiring institutionalised/outer circle/New Varieties of English in particular.  Williams (1987) emphasises that second language learners of English in New Englishes contexts have to deal with the competing demands of the economy of production and the maximization of explicitness.  This sometimes results in hyperclarity, which is intended to reduce ambiguity (Williams, 1987:178).  De Klerk and Gough (2002:369) state that BSAE grammar is characterised by a tendency to repeat information because of a feeling on the part of speakers that they are not expressing themselves clearly.  The analysis of the modal auxiliaries appears to support this characterisation.  
There is also evidence to suggest that the writers in the TLE developed a style that has much in common with spoken language, particularly the more interactive aspects where meanings and speech acts are exchanged between speakers, and the representational function of language is not as dominant as in typical academic writings.
4
Modal adjuncts
The various modal adjuncts (stance adverbials) were classified in terms of the meaning categories of Biber et al. (1999:854-857).  In Table 6, the data on the occurrence of the modal adjuncts are summarised.
	Main categories
	TLE
	LOCNESS
	Sub-categories
	TLE
	LOCNESS

	attitude
	12
	79
	evaluation
	12
	42

	
	
	
	expectation
	0
	26

	
	
	
	importance
	0
	11

	epistemic
	705
	981
	actuality/reality
	100
	254

	
	
	
	doubt/certainty
	448
	493

	
	
	
	imprecision
	20
	57

	
	
	
	limitation
	65
	56

	
	
	
	source of knowledge
	66
	112

	
	
	
	viewpoint
	6
	9

	style
	17
	69
	style
	17
	69

	TOTAL
	734
	1129
	TOTAL
	734
	1129


Table 6
Frequency of modal adjuncts per semantic type

In general, LOCNESS makes more extensive use of modal adjuncts than the TLE.  About half of the data in the TLE are from just three adjuncts: “I think” (186), “maybe” (102, including 31 cases where it is spelled as two words), and “really” (71).  In LOCNESS, a wider range of lexical items are used, with “really” (104) the only one with a frequency of more than 100.  Otherwise, a smaller number of instances of a larger variety of modal adjuncts are present in LOCNESS.
It appears as if a part of the reason for the more extensive use of epistemic meanings in modal auxiliaries is due to the less extensive use of modal adjuncts in the TLE, while LOCNESS makes more even use of both resources.  However, no explanation is apparent for the difference in deontic meanings among modal auxiliaries if one considers the data in Table 6.  

On the basis of the evidence in the TLE corpus, there is limited support for Makalela’s (2004:362) claim that downtoning modality markers are used more extensively than intensifying ones.  If those modal adjuncts that permit an interpretation in terms of downtoning or intensifying force are classified, the two meaning types occur almost equally frequent – 308 downtoners (e.g. “maybe”, “perhaps”) and 299 intensifiers (“really”, “undoubtedly”).  By contrast, in LOCNESS the intensifiers are used much more extensively than the downtoners (634 vs. 134), and in this respect, there is some truth to Makalela’s claim.  It is related to the claim that “maybe” is used extensively.  It is a frequent downtoner, used 102 times in the TLE as opposed to a mere 28 times in LOCNESS.  However, there are other downtoners.  The expression “I think” is also taken to signify downtoning of the certainty of a claim, so “maybe” is not the only modal adjunct that expresses a limited degree of epistemic certainty.
5
Conclusions
The written corpora analysed in this paper provide support for some of the claims in the literature and also suggest some links between modal adjuncts and modal auxiliaries.  The auxiliaries are used much more extensively in the TLE than in LOCNESS, while correspondingly, the adjuncts are used less extensively in the TLE.  The modal auxiliaries in the TLE express stronger force (“can, will, should” rather than “may, might, would”) in comparison the LOCNESS and the LSWE corpora.  This seems to be compensated for in part by the proportionally more extensive use of modal adjuncts with downtoning force, “I think” and “maybe” in particular.  
A couple of new constructions have been noted, and there is certainly more work to be done in this area to develop an adequate and comprehensive understanding of the interaction between modal auxiliaries and modal adjuncts.  They appear to confirm the trend towards hyperclarity identified for New Englishes in general by Williams (1987).  In part, the use of the modal meaning-making devices in the TLE tend to resemble the style of spoken language too, where repetition is more frequently encountered and economy of production less highly valued than in written styles.
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