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Abstract
The paper aims to explore the area of Epistemic Modality in Modern Greek, by means
of a corpus-based research. A comparative, quantitative study was performed between
written corpora of non-native informants of various language backgrounds and Greek
native speakers (the control group). A number of epistemic markers were investigated
on the grounds of their high frequency, to detect the ways these are used in the
expression of L2 speaker stance, as compared to the respective NS one.

Introduction

This paper conducts a comparative study of written corpora of informal letter-writing
with respect to Epistemic Modality (EM) between native and non-native speakers'
(NS and NNS) of Modern Greek (MG). The study examines the ways NNS express
personal attitude or stance towards a State of Affairs (SoA). Stance is viewed as “the
lexical and grammatical expression of attitudes, feelings, judgments, or commitment
concerning the propositional content of a message”, following Biber and Finegan’s
definition (1989: 93). The data were cross-examined to locate similarities and
differences in the ways the L2 and L1 participants of the study convey the epistemic
stance.

Before introducing the notion of EM and the ways this realises in MG, it is wise
to briefly define Modality and see how this conceptual field is further sub-divided into
epistemic and non-epistemic areas. Also, before presenting the quantitative study and
its findings, a brief reference will be made to effective argumentation and the
judicious use of hedges and boosters that can function as face-protection devices. Due
to lack of space, the study’s qualitative analysis will only be touched upon. Finally,
the discussion and some concluding remarks will end this paper.

1 Modality
The term derives from the latin modus which means ‘way, manner’. Although
Modality has been the object of continual scrutiny since the days of Aristotle,
linguists have not yet come with a clear-cut definition of the notion (Bybee, Perkins &
Pagliuca, 1994, as cited in Nuyts, 2006, p. 1; Van der Auwera & Plungian, 1998).
Lyons (1977: 452) uses the term to refer to the speaker’s “opinion or attitude
towards the proposition that the sentence expresses or the situation that the
proposition describes”. What follows, is a brief but representative sample of the ways
scholars have approached this category:
We propose to use the term ‘modality’ for those semantic domains that
involve possibility and necessity as paradigmatic variants, that is, as
constituting a paradigm with two possible choices, possibility and necessity.
Van der Auwera and Plungian (1998: 80)
Modality is a conceptual category that provides the semantic framework
within which language codifies the relations that characterise the logical
content of a proposition. On the one hand, there is the internal world, the

! Although the study concerns written corpora, the terms ‘speaker-hearer’ are used in a broader sense to
include those of ‘writer-addressee’. Also, the speaker bears the female identity throughout the paper.
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attitude of the speaker who chooses to use this framework to qualify her

propositions in her communication with others. On the other, there is

external reality, the actual world this proposition refers to and to which the
veracity or actuality of an event is always compared.
ToxdPov? (1999: 1)

The inherent vagueness in these definitions reflects the scholars’ difficulty to
delineate the notion, due perhaps to the multi-functionality of language, which is a
powerful tool that satisfies our communicative needs. To this end, language provides
us with a repertoire of modal expressions, from which we can choose the ones that
best qualify our propositions.

Nuyts (2006) considers modality a supercategory that includes the totality of the
ways speakers choose to situate themselves in relation to the actual world®. In doing
so, the modal qualification of an utterance requires the active involvement of tense
and aspect that respectively anchor the reported event to time and describe ‘types of
actions’ (Holton et al, 1997; Palmer, 1986: 45; ®uunndakn-Warburton &
Xmvpoémovrog, 2006). The three categories, he adds, cannot be studied in isolation
from one another.

1.1 Classifying Modality

Three categories are currently the most commonly used in the literature of Modality,
namely dynamic, deontic and epistemic (Von Wright, 1951, as cited in Palmer, 1986,
p. 10).

» Dynamic modality relates to the capacities, potentials or needs of the
(in)animate subject of the clause, either fully inherent to it or conditioned by
external factors.

» Deontic modality associates to notions like moral obligation, permission and
right conduct, that heavily depend upon societal and cultural norms, or on
one’s ethical criteria (Lyons 1977; Nuyts, 2006; Palmer, 1986 & 2001).

The focus of this paper, though, rests upon the third type, EM.

2 Epistemic modality
The term epistemic derives from the Greek emotun which means ‘knowledge’.
Utterances within its scope are concerned with speaker opinion, knowledge and
judgement rather than fact, all relevant to the truth-value of the SoA (Palmer, 1986;
duunnakn-Warburton & Zmvpoémovroc, 2006). This is illustrated in Lyons’ (1977)
definition:

Any utterance in which the speaker explicitly qualifies his commitment to

the truth of the proposition expressed by the sentence he utters, whether

this qualification is made explicit in the verbal component ...., or in the
prosodic or paralinguistic component, is an epistemically modal, or
modalized, utterance. (p- 797)

So far, many scholars (Coates, 1983; Halliday, 1985; Traugott, 2006) have
adopted a gradient view of Modality, covering both its epistemic and non-epistemic
areas. On the epistemic positive side one moves from absolute certainty via
probability to fairly neutral possibility that the SoA is real, while on its negative side
one moves from improbability to absolute certainty that the SoA is not real. Given the
fact that EM is concerned with speaker attitude, the issue of subjectivity is by
definition most relevant to the study of this conceptual category (Palmer, 1986).

% The translation bears the responsibility of the author of this paper.
3 In fact Nuyts’ view of the term falls very close to the definition of stance provided by Biber and
Finegan (1989).
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Coates (1983: 20) adds another dimension to the study of EM: “Epistemic
modality expresses the speaker’s reservations about asserting the truth of the
proposition”. As we cannot always be certain about the (non)actuality of a SoA, we
qualify our discourse accordingly when we wish to commit ourselves to the truth-
value of our words, or simply hold a neutral position. In the former case we express
ourselves in a confident fashion (epistemic necessity), while in the latter case our
qualifications are weaker (epistemic possibility) (Palmer, 1986 & 2001). In doing so,
we use a number of functionally equivalent ways (grammatical and/or lexical) to
express our attitude. The next section presents the exponents of Greek EM, as these
are proposed by KAiaipng & Mrouriviotg (1999).

2.1 The grammatical realisations of Greek EM

These involve the ‘semi-auxiliary’ (Tooayyaiiong, 2003: 742) modals mpérer (must)
and umopei (may) that satisfy the criterion for modalhood proposed by Tsangalidis
(2004: 237): “the necessary condition for something to be a member of the Greek
modal verb system is that it be verbal and that it express both epistemic and non-
epistemic modality”. Mropet is situated on the ‘weak’ side of the scale, while zpérer
holds the ‘strong’ one (Mackridge, 1987).

The verbal syntagms that also express EM are organised on the grounds of tense,
aspect and mood (®uunnmakn-Warburton & Zmvpoémovrog, 2006), by means of the
subjunctive that relates to non-factivity and less remote possibility (Lyons, 1977) and
constructions that mainly consist of the modal particles va(na) and fa(@a) followed by
the verb (Joseph & Philippaki-Warburton, 1987).

Na is perhaps the most polylfunctional marker of MG. It can be a
complementiser or a subjunctive marker’. Depending on structural and contextual
factors, its semantics may encode various shades of meaning that range from
subjectivity (epistemic sense) to obligation or volition (non-epistemic sense). Na will
only be discussed to the extent it co-occurs with other EM exponents that mark
speaker subjectivity or doubt, like mpémel, umopei, iowg, etc.

Ooa, the prototypical future tense marker in MG, is also a modal particle with
epistemic and non-epistemic readings. Table 1 below summarises the interaction of
the epistemic fo (Ba+E) with the features [£perfect] and [£past] (Tsangalidis, 2002:
138-9):

) Table 1: The interaction of fa+E with aspect and tense
Aspect/Tense interaction Example Reading
epist. necessity or
Oo Eypaye possibility
(epist. past)
epist. possibility
(epist. present)

1) Perfective past
Oo. + [+perf][+past]

2) Imperfective non-past
Oo. + [-perf][-past]
3) Future perfect
fo. + perfect
4) Past perfect
Oo. + pluperfect
2.2 The lexical realisations of Greek EM
The lexical means of realising Greek EM belong to an open class and can involve: a)
lexical 1% person verbs like vouilw (I think), &pw (I know), b) adverbials like iowe
(perhaps), xara  yvoun pov (to my opinion), c) adjectives like mfavog (possible),

Go. ypdper

Bo. Exer ypayer epistemic perfect

epistemic remote

Oo. eiye ypayer past

* For more information on the polyfunctionality of va, see T(aptiavog (1953/1991: 185ff). Also,
valuable information on the dual nature of the particle, i.e. its ability to express two contradictory
assertive nuances (factuality vs non-factuality), as well as on the contextual restrictions involved in
either case, can be found in Belovdng (2001); Povscov (2006); duumndkn-Warburton and
Yropomovrog (2006).
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alyovpog (certain), d) impersonal constructions like eivar amapaitnro (it is necessary),
eivar mBovo (it s likely), etc.

2.2.1 Lexical verbs are often used to convey subjective EM (Lyons, 1977; Palmer,
1986 & 2001). Based on the relevant literature (Biber & Finegan®, 1989; Holmes,
1984; Hyland & Milton, 1997; Palmer, 1986; IToAitng, 2001), the five lexical verbs of
the study (see Section 4.4) were divided on the grounds of being strong or weak-

assertive verbs:
Table 2: Certainty vs doubt verbs

Verb Strong Assertive | Weak Assertive
yvapilwm P
Oeawpw I1
vouilw® HM BF, H, I
Eépw BF, HM, P
TLoTEDW II

2.2.2  Adjectival constructions like eiuar aiyovpn/béfoun (1 am certain/sure) may also
bear an epistemic sense. However, as these were not adequately used in the corpora,
were not selected for further investigation.

2.2.3 Modal adverbs also serve as lexical exponents of EM. Although they are
optional in nature (Kallergi, 2004), they may function as discourse markers as they
modify the force of speech-acts in the expression of one’s stance (Andersen, 2000, as
cited in Downing, 2006, p 46; Biber & Finegan, 1989). Although they tend to appear
sentence-initially, their positional possibilities are numerous (De Haan, 2006). From
Kallergi’s list of epistemic adverbs (2004: 68fY), iows, udiiov, péfaia and aiyovpo
yielded the higher frequencies in the corpora (see Section 4.4). Tows comprises the
prototypical adverb of epistemic possibility, meaning ‘in equal chance, perhaps’.
Mailov is relatively opaque in its semantics, as it may receive meanings similar to
‘obviously’ but can also serve a comparative function. Béfaia is essentially emphatic
in effect, although it can also downtone the pragmatic force of speaker utterance (ibid:
97-8). It is more opaque than oiyovpa, which is conceptually closer to absolute
confidence.

Having all these tools at her disposal, the speaker can further modify her
commitment to the SoA by means of “harmonic combinations” (Lyons, 1977: 807),
i.e. by using two or more modal forms of the same degree of modality within a
sentence that “mutually reinforce” one another (Halliday, 1970, as cited in Lyons,
1977, p. 807). Non-harmonic combinations, on the other hand, may also yield
interesting results, as markers of different modalities (e.g. deontic/epistemic) or
different degrees of the same modality (EM: doubt/confidence) are combined
together. For example, Mrapmvintng (1999) holds that their semantic inconsistency
best reflects the high degree of the speaker’s uncertainty at the moment of speaking,
as in Noui{w ot aiyovpa Qo wpoldfete (p. 89).

The qualitative analysis of this study provides us with a number of
(non)harmonic combinations, where mpérer or umopei collocate with expressions like
PéPara, vouilw, motedw, etc.

2.3 The area of EM was found promising for a number of reasons:

> The respective abbreviations in the table are BF, H, HM, P and II.

% The fact that the same form can host two opposite assertive nuances may, at first, look like a paradox.
However, this is clearly explained and illustrated in Holmes (1990: 187): paralinguistic features like
intonation contour (falling-rising intonation), or the positional variance of the verb (initial, medial, final
position in the sentence) are factors that should be taken into consideration when one attempts to
understand the different senses assigned to the verb.
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» It is a complex and difficult notion (even in one’s L1), as speaker attitude can be
expressed in various ways, reflecting only subtle semantic nuances within the
field (Hyland & Milton, 1997).
» Typological studies on Modality (De Haan, 2006; Palmer, 1986 & 2001) show
that languages realise EM through a number of linguistic devices (grammatical
or lexical) and prosody.
» Previous studies in the L1 (Choi, 2006; Stephany, 1986 & 1995) and L2
acquisition of EM (Dittmar & Ahrenholz, 1995; Giacalone Ramat, 1995;
Stephany, 1995) show that it is acquired later than non-epistemic modalities.
» The topics of the two letters raise sensitive issues, associating EM with socio-
cultural issues like politeness norms and face (Brown & Levinson, 1987).
2.4 The two letters of the study
The situations described in the two letters foreground subjectivity and speaker
attitude. The L2 data comes from the papers of adult learners of MG who were issued
the Certificate of Attainment in Greek (CAG), levels C and D. C-level candidates had
to produce an argumentative letter to ask for a donation for the construction of a
homeless shelter from a rich friend, who works as an executive director in a big firm.
D-level candidates had to write a letter to a friend to discourage him/her from
gambling.

On the basis of what has been mentioned so far, two are the hypotheses of this
study. In particular, NNS are expected to:

a) epistemically modalise their utterances to a lesser degree than NS,

b) favour the use of lexical (rather than grammatical) forms, in the name of

meaning transparency, to avoid misunderstandings.

3 Effective argumentative writing, the notion of face and the use of hedges and
boosters

According to Golder and Coirier (1996), argumentative writing is a social activity that
communicatively engages both the speaker and the hearer. It is a highly specific and
demanding language behaviour which requires an advanced level of proficiency.
Argumentative discourse is opinion-based discourse, in that the speaker usually takes
a particular stance on a controversial issue and attempts to convince the hearer to
adopt that position. Thus, argumentation is linked to persuasion and negotiation.

An argumentative piece of writing is effective only when well-defined steps of
logical sequencing are followed and a common system of social and cultural values is
shared between the participants. Its effectiveness, though, can be constrained by
situational factors like the nature of the relationship between the participants (friendly,
formal), the degree of controversiality of the subject matter, the setting, etc.

According to Biber and Finegan (1989) as well as Hyland (1998), the
communicative goal of an argument can further be promoted by a number of
metadiscoursal features. Depending on the situation, a person may choose to detach
from one’s argument by means of expressions of uncertainty or hedges (e.g. [ think,
probably, perhaps), or, conversely, show confidence by means of boosters that further
force the strength of one’s propositions (e.g. I know, surely).

This study focuses on a number of EM markers which, depending on the
context, are used as social ‘accelerators’, ‘brakes’ (Holmes, 1984: 350) or face-
protection devices. Brown and Levinson (1987: 61) define face as our public self-
image that has two values, a positive (when we wish to be approved by others), and a
negative (when we wish to be left free from imposition). Their face-management
work focuses on the tension between the need to commit a face-threatening act (FTA),
such as a request or an advice, and the need to mitigate it to avoid being impolite.
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Successful L2 writing, in the sense of being pragmatically appropriate,
foregrounds the issue of cultural variation. The NNS of the study come from different
language, educational, and societal backgrounds. Cross-cultural rhetoric suggests that
the rhetorical preferences of different languages and cultures tend to manifest
themselves in the L2 writing (Hyland & Milton, 1997; Koutsantoni, 2005). Very often
the L2 learners violate the L1 communicative norms, by being too direct or too
tentative. To avoid such cross-cultural communication problems, L2 learners need to
explicitly be taught the different linguistic conventions that express the same meaning
(in this case EM) and the particular L2 rhetorical strategies and politeness norms. To
this end, the contribution of electronic NS corpora is invaluable, as they provide a
valuable source of information for the L2 learner, who becomes better acquainted
with collocations or idiomatic expressions in the L2 through exposure to authentic
texts or recordings.

4 The study

The present study employs a corpus-based approach. The selected items were
retrieved with Monoconc Pro 2.2, a concordancer which provides raw frequencies of
(strings of) words (includling misspellings and other morphological variants).

4.1 The data

The material for the L2 corpus was collected with the permission of The Centre for
the Greek Language, and, in particular, the Division for the Support and Promotion of
the Greek Language (DSPGL), that exclusively organises, plans, and administers the
examinations for the Certification of Attainment in Modern Greek, “which is the sole
title of proficiency in Modern Greek that is valid worldwide” .

According to the DSPGL® official website, the certificate “serves as proof of the
successful candidate’s level of attainment in Greek in the work-market”. “Level C
allows foreigners to register at a Greek institution of higher education”, whereas
“Level D allows citizens of European Union member states to prove complete
knowledge and fluent use of the Greek language and thus be employed in a Greek
civil service position”. Thus, the NNS were selected on the basis of their advanced
level of proficiency in L2 Greek.

The data was drawn from the exam papers of the candidates who succeeded in
the 2003 CAG examinations. CAG requires that each candidate must pass all four
language skills (speaking, listening, reading, writing). Their written production
consists of two pieces of letter-writing, one of which is usually more formal than the
other. The object of this study concerns the informal letter.

4.2 The informants

The NNS corpus consists of the writings of 143 adults L2 learners of MG. 78 of these
hold level C and another 65 level D. On the other hand, the 114 informants of the NS
corpus are mostly 2" and 3™ year students of the School of English, Aristotle
University of Thessaloniki. The corpus consists of their written production, a letter
written as an in-class timed (30’) assignment. In order to ensure comparability of the
data, the NS were randomly divided into two groups and each was given one of the
two topics the NNS wrote on.

4.3 The compilation of the corpora

The original letters were typed and transferred into an electronic database, keeping the
letters’ original format intact (misspellings, grammatical errors). The corpora consist

7 The reader is advised to visit CGL’s website for further information concerning its organisation and
aims: http://www.greeklanguage.gr/eng/aims.html.
¥ Retrieved on 6/2/2009 from http://www.greek-language.gr/greekLang/en/certification/01.html.
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only of the letters’ main body. As the date and the initial greeting (i.e. Dear X) were
provided by the examination booklet at all times, these were excluded. That was also
the case for the named signature at the closing part, which was considered irrelevant
to the purposes of this study and thus was excluded, too. Table 3 presents in detail the
size of the corpora with respect to level. Note that Level relates to L2 corpora,

whereas the corresponding Topic is more suitable for L1 corpora.
Table 3: The size of the corpora

INS corpus| Tokens |Informants | NNS corpus|Tokens [Informants
Topic C | 16.040 60 Level C 19429 78
Topic D | 16.918 54 Level D |21.762 65
TOTAL | 32.958 114 TOTAL |41.191 143

4.4 Procedure

Based on the relevant literature on Greek EM (loxdPov, 1999; Kallergi, 2004;
Khaipng & Mrapmwving, 1999 & 2001; IToiitng, 2001), a number of grammatical
and lexical exponents were retrieved to eventually come up with a representative
sample of EM markers, based on their higher frequencies and on a number of other
conditions. More specifically, the items of the study should:

a. be found in all corpora to facilitate quantitative comparisons between them.

An exception was made for mpérei, as it was considered too prototypical a
category to be left out of the study

b. mark the speaker’s strong conviction (epist. necessity) or doubt (epist.

possibility) towards the proposition expressed in the sentence

c. consist of one word only, to be easily identifiable across concordances.

Thus, the paper examines the following markers: a) the modal verbs zpérer and
umopet, b) the lexical verbs yvawpilw (I come to know), Gcwpa (I presume), vouilw (1
think), &pw (I know), morevw (I believe), and c) the modal adverbs féfaia (surely),
olyovpa (certainly), iowg (perhaps), udllov (rather, more). Although the epistemic fo
(Ba+E) apparently violates the last criterion, it will be investigated on the grounds of
its close link to EM.

4.5 Findings

As the two major corpora were not of equal size, the observed frequencies were
normalised per 10.000 words to facilitate comparative analyses between them. Table 4
presents the raw and normalised counts of the selected items, whereas Figure 1

provides a schematic illustration of their distribution:
Table 4: Raw and normalised frequencies of the selected items in the corpora

EM NS-C /10.000 NNS-C /10.000 NS-D /10.000 NNS-D /10.000
marker words words words words
Umopel 7 4,36 11 5,66 58 34,28 66 30,32
TPETEL 0 0 2 1,02 0 0 4 1,83
Oa+E 8 4,98 6 3,08 6 3,54 4 1,83
ywawpilw 10 6,23 1 0,51 4 2,36 1 0,45
Oeawpa 6 3,74 1 0,51 7 4,13 4 1,83
vouilw 6 3,74 21 10,8 10 5,91 22 10,1
Eépw 21 13,09 48 24,7 11 6,5 27 12,4
TLOTED® 13 8,1 13 6,69 16 9,45 17 7,81
PéPoua 4 2,49 17 8,74 15 8,86 21 9,64
oG 19 11,84 14 7,2 26 15,36 14 6,43
UGALov 2 1,24 3 1,54 4 2,36 7 3,21
aiyovpo. 4 2,49 11 5,66 16 9,45 7 3,21
TOTAL 100 62,3 148 76,11 173 102,2 194 89,06
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Figure 1: The frequency of the selected markers in the two major corpora

BERRRRRRRR
RRRaRa

B NS

; & 8 < ' RO &
& & S ”\q@& SN R $ X \&&39 5 & B NNS

J
One immediately understands that the L1 and L2 reasoning is primarily coded
lexically, with the frequent use of lexical verbs and adverbs, and secondarily with the
use of modal verbs and Oa+E.
Regarding the distribution of npérer and umopei, Figure 2 depicts the emerging
pattern in all four corpora:
Figure 2: The frequency of umopei and apérer in all corpora
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What is evident from Figure 2 is that zpérer marks a very infrequent use (2,85)
in NNS corpora and a total absence in the NS ones, whereas umopei shows a balanced
distribution throughout (NS 38,64 / NNS 35,98), although it receives its higher values
in the NS corpora. Mropei is clearly the preferred choice of D-level informants, and
yields statistically significant relationships in both corpora: a) NNS-D>NNS-C: x*=
16.800, DF = 1, p=0,000, b) NS-D>NS-C: (Fisher’s exact test) x’= 24.149, DF =1,
p=0,000.

Although neither NS (8,52) nor NNS (4,91) prefer the use of fa+E, still, the
former use it more frequently than the latter:
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Figure 3: The frequency of fa+E in all corpora
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As for the lexical means of expressing EM, much fluctuation is attested. Figure

4 gives the distribution of the five lexical verbs in the two major corpora:
Figure 4: The frequency of the five lexical verbs in the two major corpora
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It is clear that both groups rely mainly on vouilw, &pw and motedw to express
EM. Still, NS make a more balanced use of the verbs in question. Zépw is by far the
first choice of all the informants (total 56,69), yielding statistically significant
relations at level C: a) within NNS corpora (NNS-C>NNS-D): x’= 5.727, DF = 1,
p=0,017, and b) across the two major corpora (NNS-C>NS-C): x’= 4.585, DF =1,
p=0,032. ITiorevw comes second in frequency (32,05) and vouilw third (30,55). It is
interesting to note here that NNS tend to use &pw and vouilw (almost) double as
much as NS, which is an index of their familiarity with these lexical items that denote
speaker subjectivity. Both groups make an infrequent use of fswpw (NS 7,87 / NNS
2,34) and yvawpilw (NS 8,59 / NNS 0,96). A random search in the Hellenic National
Corpus (HNC) showed that these are equally infrequent in the L1 usage.

Figure 5 illustrates the distribution of the selected adverbs in all four corpora:
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Figure 5: The frequency of the four adverbs in all corpora
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Béfouo and iowg are the most commonly used adverbs, whereas pdilov is the
least frequent of all. NNS show a preference towards the certainty adverbs féfaio and
aiyovpa. (27,25) over the possibility ones iowg and udilov (18,38). Across the two
major corpora, a relationship was found at level C between tendency towards the use
of féfaro and NNS corpus (NNS-C>NS-C): (Fisher’s exact test) x’= 4.732, DF = 1,
p=0,034. NS, on the other hand, use possibility adverbs more frequently (30,8) than
certainty adverbs (23,29), yielding a statistically significant relation between tendency
towards the use of /ow¢ and NS corpus (NS>NNS): x’= 3.883, DF = 1, p=0,049.
When the items were grouped into four large categories, modal verbs
(MODVBS), fa+E, lexical verbs (LEXVBS) and adverbs, the following pattern
emerged:

Figure 6: The frequency of the four categories in all corpora
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Regarding the grammatical markers of EM and the use of modal verbs, the
overall picture is almost identical in the two major corpora (NNS 38,83 / NS 38,64),
yielding statistically significant relations at level D: a) (NNS-D>NNS-C): x’= 16.949,
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DF = 1, p=0,000, and b) (NS-D>NS-C): (Fisher’s exact test) x’= 24.149, DF = 1,
p=0,000. C-level informants make an infrequent use of modal verbs, whereas the
picture at level D is more balanced. Although Ga+E receives its higher values in the
NS corpora, it marks equally low frequencies in all four corpora. Although this is the
case, one would expect that D-level informants would use this marker more than C-
level ones, due perhaps to its grammatical complexity. The results obtained show the
exact opposite, and this may lead one to think that the informants’ sensitivity to this
marker at level C was probably topic induced. Asking for money (even for a donation)
is a delicate matter that raises sensitive issues. Nevertheless, the delicacy of the
situation was perceived by the informants, who resorted to this grammatical marker in
order to successfully fulfill the task.

As for the lexical realisations of EM, NNS use lexical verbs more frequently
than NS (75,8 > 63,25), while the reverse picture emerges for adverbs: NS 54,09 >
NNS 45,63.

Although qualitative analyses are always elucidating, due to lack of space, only
a brief reference will be made to the qualitative findings of the study for a more global
understanding of this study’s results.

5 Overall findings of the qualitative analysis
5.1 [Ilpémer and umopei
» Ilpémer is mostly used in its deontic sense to express obligation
» The two verbs are very often found within the scope of (an)other EM
marker(s) that influence(s) the reading of the whole proposition. On the one
hand, when NNS choose to sound assertive, they make use of harmonic
combinations (Lyons, 1977), as illustrated below (all examples are taken
from the NNS-D corpus):
Ayarnth pov Avvo. — otevoywpiéuol yio. 6Eva Kol y1’ oavTo OToPaoLoo. Vo, GOV YPAY®
QUETWS KOL VO 00D TOPOVOLAT® UEPIKODS AOYOVS VI, TOUS OTOIOVS TPETEL
OTTWGONTOTE VO CTOUATHOEIS VO, TOILELS TOXEPO, TALYVIOIO,
Ouwg oe EEpw amd moAd kKaipo yio va unv kataAdfo ot Kamolog aveCLyviaotog
TOPCYOVIOS TPETEL GIYOVPA VO OE EYEL ETNPECLEL KOL VO. O EYEL PEPEL OE QVTO TO
onueio
On the other hand, when they wish to attenuate the force of their potentially
‘damaging’ remarks, for reasons of politeness, they often employ non-harmonic
modal combinations:
Eto1, mipo. v omopacn vo. 6ov ypaw@, yio. TIS OPVITHKES OVVETIES OVTHG THS
ovvnBeiag, mop” 0lo mov EEPw OTi MOAVOY VO, GOV TPOKALETD OTEVOYWDPELQ.
5.2 Despite the infrequent use of fo+E, this is also found in (non)harmonic
combinations:
Eivou yvwato ot n etoupio aog Eyer v dvvarotnta avty, allo. Oélw va to oKepTEIS
KOAG, KoL E0V TO KAVEIS, VO EIVAL UEGOQ OTTO TV KOPOld, 60V, X€ Yvapilw Kol CEPw Twe
étot Qo etvou (NNS-C)
53 Ivawpilo, ewpo, vouilw, Epw, moredw
Although there were not enough occurrences of Gswp, it invites a strong reading of
epistemic necessity in the corpora. ITiotedw is associated to firm belief, whereas
vouiw can freely substitute both verbs in different contexts, as it stands on the
borderline between the two (IToAitng, 2001). As for its pragmatic reading, vouilw
yields a definite downtoning effect on the semantics of the utterance.
The five verbs are primarily followed by the complementisers ot/zws. Zépw and
ywawpilo signal full commitment to a well-grounded belief that a SoA is true:
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Zépw ot1 oty moAN oTHY omola Tpa EPYALETOL DITGPYEL EVO KEVIPO VIO TV PPOVTIOO.
v OOV (NNS-D)
Iotedw and Gswpa are considered less assertive and with a weaker force than
Epw and yvawpilw. However, depending on their position in the sentence, they assume
a more emphatic tone. This also holds for the rest of the verbs:
Nouilw, oti’ ta tyepo mowyvidia umopody va 6ov TPOGPEPODY UOVO OIKOVOUIKE.
pofinuora (NNS-D)

When used parenthetically, they express doubt or soften the force of the

speaker’s statement for politeness reasons (Coates, 2003; Holmes, 1984):
A6 EEpa ot Exels Kal a0 ueYaAn Kopdid, Kol 0yl HOVO ODTO, 1 ETALPIO. GTHV OTOIL0,
00VAEVELS Bo. UTOPODOE VO LLAS YOPHOEL OPKETO. YPHUOTA, VOUIL®, €OV TELTEIS TOVG
OVVEPYOTES GOV, YIO. VO. TPAYUOTOTOINOOVY TO OVEIPO TOV KAVODUE VIO TOVS PTWYOVG,
VIO Vo, CEQAVITTH YT OO0 THY TAAVITH LOG (NNS-C)

The expression of EM is a matter of degree, where the speaker expresses
different degrees of certainty (Joseph & Philippaki-Warburton, 1987) via a number of
lexical and grammatical means. She combines them together in (non)harmonic
relations to encode subtle nuances within the epistemic meaning a) to express her
limited knowledge as to the actuality of the SoA expressed in the sentence (Belovong,
2001; Lyons, 1977), or b) because it best serves her communicative intentions.

NS are naturally expected to cope with such subtle manoeuvres within the
epistemic field since they write in their L1. Striking is the skillful production of NNS,
who exhibit a more than adequate knowledge of combining together modal markers of
the same or of different degrees of EM. These ‘epistemic clusters’ (Hyland & Milton,
1997: 199) yield different interpretations and reflect a variety of pragmatic functions:

Eto1, mipo v amopoacn va 6ov ypowm, Yio. TIS OPVITHKEG OVVETIES OVTHG THS
ovviberog, mop  olo mov EEpw Ot mBavov va oo Tpokaléowm arevoywpela
(NNS-D)
5.4 Béfaa, iowg, uailov, oiyovpo.
Although the four adverbs are mostly found in initial and mid-positions, they seem to
be quite mobile. NNS are fully aware of the impact of this positional variance upon
the semantics of the proposition.

The epistemically stronger féfaia and oiyovpa are used to express certainty
(ofyovpa) or indicate that something is well-known (féfaia). They are mostly found
in initial or mid-position to express a wide range of meanings:

2iyovpo. opwg oev Eépels Ty autia yio, Ty omoio. didleéo vo, ooviéww exei  (NNS-C)
Kove ouwg o mpoomobeio vo meioelis to Zvufoviio ¢ etaipiog cov vo UOS
Tapadwoel, yio. Evo, WKpo o1dliua Péforo, avto o omiti Tov, TPOS TO TAPOV, EIVAL
Go€10 (NNS-C)

The epistemically weaker iowg and pdilov are mainly used as facades of
indirectness, i.e. when the informants need to make an assessment, give advice, or ask
for money, without hurting the feelings of the hearer:

Tows Go nrav KaAo vo. ovufovAEVTEIS KOl KOTOLOV ELOIKO, EVVOW EVO, WOXOAOYO
(NNS-D)

The qualitative analysis suggests that NNS handle in a more than satisfactory
and appropriate way the different uses and senses of the selected items. They give
priority to the lexical markers of EM, which they successfully cluster together with
other EM markers in ways that best suit their communicative needs.

? As already mentioned in 4.3, the format of the original letters (misspellings, grammatical errors) was
kept intact.
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6  Discussion

6.1 General remarks

When analysing the distribution of certain forms, it is important to consider the
interacting variables that are at play: type of interaction involved, formality of the
context, mode of expression, personal identities and the participants’ status and sex
(Ajjmer & Stenstrom, 2004).

The underlying pattern in the two letters is that the two participants share a
friendly relationship. The context is informal and the genre is that of letter-writing.
The two letters, however, raise issues that are considered sensitive (request for
money/donation) or controversial (advice-giving/gambling), which may potentially
damage the participants’ face.

6.2 Revisiting the two hypotheses of the study

Due to EM’s inherent difficulty and despite their advanced level of proficiency, NNS
were expected to epistemically modalise their utterances to a lesser degree than NS.
However, Table 4 demonstrates that the first hypothesis is disproved. The frequency
of the EM markers in the L2 discourse (165,17) is, although marginally so, still higher
than the L1 respective one (164,5).

Furthermore, due to the controversiality of the two topics, NNS were expected
to favour the use of lexical exponents of EM to avoid any misunderstandings. Indeed,
the study verifies this hypothesis. NNS favour the lexical marking in their expression
of epistemic stance and they do so to a greater extent than NS, due perhaps to the fact
that they recognise the danger of potential face damage and the urgency and sensitive
nature of the situations described. Thus, they choose to express their arguments
explicitly to avoid miscomprehensions. In this way, there is a chance that their
outspokenness will be positively assessed (Brown & Levinson, 1987), which, in turn,
may contribute to a successful outcome of their endeavour.

The results corroborate other research findings on the expression of Modality
(Dittmar & Ahrenholz, 1995; Giacalone Ramat, 1995; Stephany, 1995), which show
that a) modal verbs are primarily used in their non-epistemic sense, b) the epistemic
modification of utterances is a later achievement in both L1 and L2 acquisition, and ¢)
the lexical means that convey EM are preferred to the grammatical ones by NNS.

6.3 Pedagogical implications

EM is generally acknowledged to be difficult for learners to acquire because speaker
attitude can be expressed in a variety of ways that convey an equally wide range of
senses. Apart from the inherent difficulty involved in the epistemic meaning, part of
the students’ difficulty is caused by the fact that the significance of the whole array of
devices that realise it is either underestimated or partly presented in both the teacher
and student textbooks (Hyland & Milton, 1997; Xrvpoémoviog & Toayyariong, 2005).

To this end, the use of corpora can contribute to a better understanding of the
semantic nuances involved, as extensive exposure to concordances will help learners
realise that modal markers do not just operate in isolation; it is rather the textual or
social context that determines the challenging interplay between semantic usage and
pragmatic function.

7 Conclusion

Taking into account the overall findings, the difficulty of the semantic area of EM,
and the overall performance of NNS, one can positively conclude that their linguistic
performance falls very close to that of NS in the expression of the epistemic stance.
EM is perceived as a gradient notion that realises the speaker’s beliefs and evaluative
attitudes through a number of different ways, grammatical and lexical.
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The data show that EM is just the means to an end, i.e. the satisfaction of
various pragmatic functions. The use of epistemic markers throughout the corpora is
not related to speaker knowledge or lack of it. The goal to be achieved in the two
letters is very definite, for the speaker needs to convince the hearer into making the
donation or into quitting gambling. EM is simply the vehicle towards the achievement
of the speaker’s communicative needs. Depending on the context, she a) ‘filters’ her
utterances to minimise the negative impact of a highly charged material, or b) exploits
the strength of epistemic forms to project other aspects in her discourse.

The data show that the epistemic modal markers are polyfunctional and spread
across the epistemic scale by means of (non)harmonic combinations that heighten or
lower the effect of potentially FTAs. Linguistic politeness, in the sense of showing
consideration to the feelings of others (Thomas, 1995) and conforming to the societal
standards of ‘acceptable’ public behaviour, is the factor that draws together all these
semantic nuances and pragmatic functions.

This study is better seen as providing some indication for further research.
However, a future larger-scale study will shed more light on the ways L2 learners of
MG exploit the infinite conventions the language provides in the realisation of the
epistemic sense.

Key words: epistemic modality, learner corpora, face, hedges, boosters
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