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AESTRACT

Prepon modals eoming down frem Oíd English have atiracted Ihe altenlion of
niany linguisis and Ihe study of the ‘nost ouístanding featunes of ihese verbs has been
a mallen cf neseanch in hisíenical linguistics. Coneerning Ihese venbs, modenn English
grammars siate thai ihougl-i every fenrn is unique te express sornespecific meanings,
thene are cases whene sorne iíems can function as the pasí ferms of etbens witheul
niodifying Ihe basic ineaning of medality. In fact, could, rnight, would and sbould are
stillspoken of as iLe pasí tenses of can, rnay, wiII and guaU, respectivel>’. Oní>’ lwo
verbs pentaining te the sanie class laek the cerresponding past tenses. This is ILe case
of musí and ought The new hypothesis posited in Ihis paper abeul ILe enigin of Ihese
twe verbal fornis will betíer explain iheir present mean¡ng ami Ihe non-existence of
past tense forisis in today’s English.

0. INTRODUCTION

English has iLe possibility te expness modaliiy by means of a set of
venbs. Tu spite of Lisierical lesses, ILe list of ihese verbs in Presení day
English eorning dewn from oid times is sim raiher vanied, and, cuniously
enougb, onu>’ ILe>’ could be tenmed as preper medals, Others, like ¿¿sed lo,
dare, ami need can funetien as sueh, buí iLe>’ are naiher marginal in sorne
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aspecis as modern gnammars peiní cuí (Quink et al. 1985:236, Alexander
1988:207).

Proper medais, en central medals fu Quirk’s terrns (1985:137), coming
down fnem OE Lave atinacted ILe altenhion of many linguisis (Palmen 1965,
Leech 1971) and iLe siud>’ of iLe mesí ouistanding featunes of iLese venbs
has been a matíer of neseancL in Listorical linguisties. Visser (1973) and
Lighifoel (1979) Lave dealí mainí>’ witL dic developmcnt of their modern
syntax, SLeplerd (1982) and Goossens (1982) wiiL iLe develepment of
iheir modern meanings.

Ceneerning proper en central medals, medern English gramrnans (Leech
& Svarívik 1975, Quink el al. 1985, Alexander 1988) síate thai tLeugL eveny
verbal form is unique te express sorne specific nieanings, lLene are cases
whene sorne items can funetion as iLe pasí fenms of ethens willioul rnodifying
iLe basic meaning of modallí>’. In fact, com’d, inight, weuld and shctild are
siillspeken of as iLe pasí tenses of can, rnay, viii and shall, respectivel>’. Only
iwo venbs pentaining lo iLe same class lack iLe cornesponding pasí tense.
TUs ix the case of muse and oughe.

Thc traditional way of prescnting ihese verbs in relation lo time is iLe
follewing:

Present Past

can eeuU
rnay nhigh(
wilI weuld
shall sheurd

Rere exist nc deubís that can, may, ¡vIII, asid shai/ are historical presení
tenses and thaI could, mighe, would asid should are aNo Listonical pasí tenses.
Ferrns raiLen similar te ILe rnedern enes can be feund in Oíd English:

Presení Past

¿e caen ic cupe
ic macg emihtc
le wille ‘e welde
je secal je sceelde

1. Hewever, iLe Listen>’ of must and ought is nol so clean. TLe QED,
Sweet (1891:423) and .Iespersen (1961: 121-2) siate thai boíL mugí and
ought come nespectivel>’ frorn mósle and áhíe, ILe pasí tenses of *mótan and
ñgan, wLich by degrees took en iLe funetien of a presení.

126



Are must and oughí /wo hisrorical presení tenses?

As ihere is neliher pLonetie ebsiacle non morpLos>’niaciic impessibilit>’,
1 would willingly corroberate ibis alieged enigin if 1 Lad sicí iaken mio ac-
ceuní olLer historical dala.

It is elean thai ihe fonms of ILe pasí tense cf iLeso verbs in OF wene
raiher similar te Ihe medenn enes (see Table 1).

Tahle 1

Oid english Pe english

Past Tense Presunt Tense

,c maMe alise
bu ínes¡est ahtest
he meste ahtc

bu mest ahst-aht must¡eught

he mosten aRme

Rut, it is also clear that tbe secoad person singular of the presení tense of
ihese iwe verbs in Oíd FngJisL (íhti móst, 11w áhsí en dhO looks ver>’ mueh
like ILe pasí tense forms (TaLle 1).

M>’ b>’pothesis is iLat OE 2nd person presení forms íhu mósí «>‘ou are
allowed» and t1w ñhr «>‘eu possess», given iLe degree of cohesien between
roel and niorpheme ILe>’ Lad in Oid EngIisL ¼wene taken as a whole, ap-
prehended as if ILe>’ were nocís, and Lence iLey were inansferred lo iLe resí
of dic persons in iLe following period. Consequenil>’, iwo new verbs should
be expected te stem froin botL OF presení lense of 5mótan and dgan, whicL
is Whai realí>’ seems lo Lave happened in Middle English.

2. Paying elese allenuion lo ILe multifanicus dala of iLe 0EV, it seems
as if ILe presení indicative of OE * mó/an wouid Lave given wa>’ te twc new
verbs in Middle English: A) frem OE 2nd penson singular we find ME mosí
atid B) fneni the nesí of the pensens we find ME mote.

A) ME mote, mainí>’ used in ILe presení (1,2) but also in ILe pasí (3),
kept the Oid English deentie meaning of penmssion atid prebabí>’ de-
veloped iLe epistemie meaning of possibilit>’, as it could be seen in iLe fol-
lcwing examples:

(1) 120<) Onmin: gif Iba /?..J geornessí Lar! tu mote skei Uppcumenn inn¡iIl
heofjhe.

(If thcu yearn fon that theu may quickly go up te heaven.)
(2) 1390 Gower, Conf 1? 6 Cod gramal mci it vea! achieve. (May Cod graní

me 1 may achieve it well.)
(3) c 1440 Alphabet of Tales 93: He was so strang iii bis se/fe thai he mett

withstend any letuptacion ofthe devuit
(He was so streng ii himself that he m¡ghí Withstand any Iemptalion

cf the dcvii.)
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II can be understood naihen easily wLy ihere is no sunvival of iLis venb in
PE; its existenee weuld Lave been raiLen supenflucus en acceuní of iLe total
s>’nenymily wiiL rnay, rnighí and could, atid as Ramis (1987: 184) peinis oui
a marked semaníic ovenlap is nol nonmalí>’ conduetive te iLe sunvival of any
linguistie ilern.

B) ME mosí neinfences iLe expressien of necessiiy and obligatien, a
kind of medalil>’ whicL was not unknown in OE buí it was not so frequení as
thai of penmission. TLis expansien of meaning seems quite logical and 1
ibink thaI ILe meaning especiaJí>’ conveyed by ILe second persen singular
presení («>‘ou are allowed» denoiing iLe auiLenity of ILe speaker and cense-
quenil>’ deniving from iLe automatie meaning of «yeu muso>) grealí>’ helped
ILe develepment cf ILe new meaning cf this verb. Iherefere, it is nel surpnis-
¡ng te find earl>’ Middle EnglisL examples in 2nd person singular presení
whieL plainí>’ sLow iLe deeniic meaning of obligation:

(4) 1225 Ancr.R. 102: Cheos nu tbu en of theos two; ver thet etber thu mesí
teten

(Choese new ene of these Iwe, for thou musí leave the ether.)

Many olLer ME examples can be adduced as a proof thai mosí was taken
asan independent modal verb capable of expressing ebligation mainly in the
presení (5,6,7) buí also in iLe pasí (8):

(5) 1300 CursorM 5018: Yee mest/GóIÉ rnus//yow basÉ o,, yourfare.
(Yeu musí make hasie inyounjeurney.)

(6) 1300 K. Hern(Laud MS.) 1254: Reyrnyld, qwad horn, icb moste ¡vende te
lite ¡vot/es hernie

(Rymenhild, said 1-bm, 1 musí go lo ILe woed’s end.)
(7) 1386 Chaucer, Wffes PTO1 440: Qon of vs twe moste bowen dowelees And

siíh a man ix meareresonable Tban wooman ix, yemeste ben su~rabIe.
(Doubtless, ene of us IWo rnust bow and since a man is more reasen-

able than a wornan, you mugí be mrercifuL)
(8) 1390 Gewer, Conf 1. 119: TIte day was wont/er bol withalle, And such a

Ibursíwas en blm falle, ThaI be mes/e owtber dele ordrinke.
(The day was very bol W¡thal, and sueh thirsi fell upen blm Ihat he

bid te elíher die en drink.)

3. In iLe same way as Lappened witL GE *mótan it seems tLai in ME
iwe independení venbs stemrned from ILe presení of GE ágan: iLe corre-
spending forms of PE: te oweand ought ta

Sorne MF verbal forrns corning down frorn OE ¿gan kepí ILe meaning of
possession ILe>’ had in GE, but developed besides iLe meaning of ‘duty’. ILe
first maces of ihis meaning can be feutid IfliL eeniuny Nonihumbnian texis,
ILe glesses en tLe Lindiáfarne Gospeis. 77w Latín word debes from ILe Vulgate
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is transíated by means of a peniphrastic consinuction a/it (2nd persen presení
of ágan,)+infiniiive (9, 10):

(9) 950 Lindisf Cesp. Malí. XVIII. 28: gelt/thattbuabtrogeldanne.
~(Monevthai thou hastie pa>’.)

(10) _________ Luke XVI. 5: Huu mice1 ahí ¡bu i’o geldanne blaferde minum?
(HOW much do theu have te pay lo my lord?)

(11) ________ Luke XVI. 7: 1-fuu feoleab¡tbu to?
(HOW much do theu oWe te?)

Taking míe acceuní mosí ME texís quoted in iLe 0EV, it appears (al-
iLougL lLene is mueh evenlapping) thai ILe meaning of «being under obligalien
io pay en renden» is more fnequently asid elearl>’ eenveyed by measis of ME
cornespending ferms of PE owe (12 ogeth, 13 ah, 14 ogen, 15 owis4 etc.). Des-
pite ILe diversil>’ of ME fonms, hisionicalí>’, ah of theni ceuld be said te derive
from an GE presení tense t-less stem whxch funcilosis as a hill lexical verb:

(12) 1175 C½u.I-Iem.235: tIre king ¡ve ogeth auríbinine, hur sceappent/ al tbat
¡ve bieíh.

(Wc oWe heneur te eur King, Creater of ah that we are.)
(13) 1200 Ormin 16529: and gijf íh¿i (¿¿eh dest forr Codd, Cedt/ ab tIte liteil

mcde.
(And II theu dost little fon Ced. Cod ewesti-ce little reward.)

(14) 1258 Proc/am. fIen. 111,1.4: Wehoaten alíe vre treowe in tite treo¡vi/te thai
heo vs ogen.

(We comrnand cur írue (subjects) in Ihe faith thai Ihey OWe te us.)
(15) 1382 Wycliff, LukeXVI.5: He seide te tIte firMe, Mm mocbe owist tbou te

mylord?
(1-le said te ILe firsí, how much dosí thou eWe te ni>’ lord.)

Qn ILe other Latid, frem ver>’ carl>’ toe in Middle English iLe mesí fre-
quení use of what coníd be called a É-stem, deriving from 2nd penson singu-
lar presení as we Lave posited, is te serve as a modal verb te expness dul>’ in
ILe present time (16, 17, 18,19, 20). The follewing infinitive ceníd be cilLer
wiiL to(16, 17,20) or witheut to(l8, 19):

(16) 1 I’75 Larnb. 1-bm. 5: lItes ¡ve ahte(n) te beon tIte edmot/t/re.
(We eught te be more hunible.)

(17) 1200 Moral Ode 129: 1/teL achien we te letien ¡vel
(Thai we cughí te Uve well.)

(18) 1297 R. Gleuc. 9281: Icb tbenke geu tu ich ye! abie da
(1 thank you as 1 weJl eugh¡ te do.)

(19) 1300 CursorM. 267: Cursuro ¡verid man agbtit cali.
(Cursor of iLe Wenld eught te be called.)

(20) 1307 Elegy Edw.I, II: AlEnglend abre forte knowe.
(Alt Englaud cuglil lo knew.)
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Ihe fact thai Ihis t-form ¡vas Jélt as a sem ¿s seen ¿n late M¿ddle Engl¿s/t crea/¿ons
(otigúden) where a d-morpheme Was added te express pasí time:

(21) 1449 Pecock, Repr.: Summe symp/e persoones bat/den t/tilk epinicun tito
¡4 se¿d perseenes ongliden to be slayn.

(Sorne simple peeple had such an opinion that [he Ibree aferesaid
persons eught te be killed.)

Considening new dic firsí necorded examples in iLe histony of EnglisL
(Texis 9-11) in wLicL a t-venbal form of ágan [2nd persen singular presení
a/ii follcwed by an inflecied infinutive (9, 10%] rendas lexicaul>’ iLe idea cf
duty, we can infer thai iLe t-jbrm ceult/ have been apprehent/et/ w¿th titis
meaning, vía 2nd person, and hence ready ro be íaken asan independent modal
verb adding the rnean¿ng of t/uty tu tIte jbllow¿ng infinitive.

4. In conclusien, iLis new inlerprctaíien of iLe erigin of ¡nustand ought
eoming down from GE 2nd person presení íense(bu most atid bu a/it, re-
speclively) will contribule te explain the present meaning of iLe medern
fenms. TLe anemal>’ cf musí and eugh~ felí te be presení forms, but al ILe
same time ending in a dental consonaní, should Lave been a serleus obstacle
at seniepeint ¡u Listorywhich prevc¡ned the creatien cf a distinctivc past
tense fonm. Given iLe tendene>’ of EnglisL te assimilaicfinal cluslers of den-
tal consonanis in carlier times, possible pasí lense crealiens like * mes!(e,)t/ (e)
atid *oughí(e,JdÉ~e} would Lave surely become 5niost(fi and 5oughtcti forms
wLich weuld Lave ceincided morphologically WitL ihese used fon iLe presení.
TUs peculiariiy eculd explain Ihe reason whv mus! and oug/tt Lave lacked
a pasí tense ferm since medenn iirnes

NOTES

This ¿inicie is a revi sed version of a paper read en Scptember >992 aL The Seventh Con-
lerence un English Historical Linguisties o \‘aLcncia. It has greatly benefited frum the cern-
ments of varjois colleagues ¡o ¡shem 1 express ¡ny gralitudc.

Agan and *molan belong te a elass of verbs knewn lo OE as ¡he preterite-present verhs.
Origina>ly they were streng vcrbs whose ¡x,sr tense acquired a present mneaning nod cense-
quently they develeped a new past tense wilh a dental fermative element. The urigin of most of
¡bese verbs can quite easily be interred frem ¡he different reut vewel ¡bey shew o ¡he singular
and ¡he plural of ¡he present tense in Oid English. l-lowever, ¡heir 2nd perseo singular is not
[he historical ene. It has ¡he sanie vewei as ¡ha! whieh appears lo ¡he ¡st aud 3rd perseo, whieh
is anumaleus, and besides thc st-n¡e¡phetne ix addedre ¡be roeL Ibis ¡norpiteme (síu! preductive
¿ti Oid Lnglis/, lo md¡cate Zndperson presení of «‘cok aud sírong ¡‘abs er 2ndperson post of en/y
«‘cok ¡‘abs) sbeuld lave bern apprehended os ¡Jart of rite verba! roel jo tite case of sornepreterbe-
prcseíu verbs fha dearrí, bu n,es4 bu ¡vaso, which would expiad ¡he aooxn¿dous presence of -Ñ

(acnur, rneste, ¡viste) in ¡he newpast tense OE creatiens.
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