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Modals in Modern English

can may must shall will

could might should would

* Express ‘modality’, i.e. degrees of (un)certainty

* Modals are auxiliaries, always governing another verb
- I can dance.
- I would love to visit.



Modals in Old English

cunnan magan motan sculan willan

cude mihte moste scolde wolde

* Preterite also used to express greater uncertainty

* Also used as independent verbs (esp. cunnan, willan)
(ct. “God wills it”, “we must away”)

* Sense may differ from that of the modern reflex



cunnan

magan

motan

sculan

willan

Sense

know how to;
be able, can;
as independent verb: know, be familiar with

be able (cf. cunnan)
be allowed to (ct. motan)

permission (be allowed to, may)

obligation or necessity (must, ought);
authoritative expectation (shall);
reported claims (is supposed to be)

want, wish;
less commonly pure futurity (will, shall)



cunnan

magan

motan

sculan

willan

Conjugation

ic can, pu canst, hé can, wé cunnon
1c cude, pu cudest, heé cuide, we ctudon

1Ic ma&g, pu meaht, hé mag, wé magon
ic mihte, pu mihtest, heé mihte, w€ mihton

1Ic mot, pu most, heé mot, weé moton
ic moste, pil mostest, he moste, weé moston

ic sceal, pu scealt, he sceal, we sculon
ic sceolde, pu sceoldest, hé sceolde, wé sceoldon

ic wille, pu wilt, he wile, we willad
ic wolde, pti woldest, he wolde, weé woldon



Example sentences

e Fnne craeft ic cann.

e Of &lcum tréowe O1ses orcerdes Ou most etan.
e HEo ne mihte pat cild gehyran.

* Nan man hine ne ciide gecnawan.

» /Elc cristen man sceal pater noster cunnan.

e We willap Gs to scype gangan.

e bii scealt gréot etan pine Iifdagas.

e Ne mihtest Ou ane tide wacian?

 [of sceolde hé drihtnes wyrcean.

 Hwy ne meaht pu hit ongitan?

* Pu geherdest reccan patte 10b sceolde bion se hehsta god.
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