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Modality as a Window into Cognition 

 

One of the most striking features of natural language is that it can support thought and talk about 

matters beyond the here and now. In other words, natural language supports displacement from 

the local environment. Modal and tense systems, for example, allow us to convey information 

about what might or must be and about what was or will be. How else might natural languages 

support displacement? In particular, do they have any other resources for facilitating thought and 

talk about non-actual possibilities, aside from those made available by modal systems? 

Although it is assumed that modal interpretations require modal expressions, I argue that a 

number of expressions give rise to modal interpretations, both in English and cross-linguistically, 

despite the fact they do not have linguistically encoded modal meanings. These expressions 

include progressives (e.g. Mary is crossing the Atlantic), futurates (e.g. Mary crosses the Atlantic 

tomorrow), statives with ‘for’-adverbials (e.g. Mary was in jail for five years), and non-

culminating accomplishments, which do not occur in English but have been studied in connection 

with languages such as St’´at’imcets, Skwxw´u7mesh, Tagalog, Hindi, and Thai (e.g. Mary was 

crossing the Atlantic, but she didn’t get across). What we are seeing in these cases is modality 

without modals.  

In light of these cases, what we need is an explanation of why these modal interpretations arise, 

when they do, and how they these expressions manage to give rise to these interpretations despite 

the fact that they do not have linguistically encoded modal meanings. With this aim in mind, I 

advance the Displacement Hypothesis, which is the hypothesis that event and state predicates that 

are grammatically associated with outcomes (e.g. Mary’s arrival across the Atlantic or Mary’s 

completion of five year jail sentence) give rise to cognitively default modal interpretations when 

they describe an event or state as obtaining at a time by reference, in part, to an associated 

outcome that does not then obtain. In short, temporal displacement of these outcomes gives rise 

to their modal displacement. 



These striking patterns should lead us to us to reconsider some of our central assumptions about 

the theory of modality and, in particular, to pay closer attention to the place of modality in 

cognition and its connection to natural language. 

These patterns also contribute to the evidence suggesting that interpretations within the verbal 

domain are suffused with modality; our explanation of why this is so, however, has to take into 

account the possibility of these cognitively default interpretations. 
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