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Abstract

Modal verbs serve as tools for expressing possibility, necessity,

obligation, permission, probability, intention, commitment,

inclination, and courage, thereby reflecting the speaker’s attitude

toward a person, object, event, or circumstance. This study aims to

identify and describe modal verbs in the Gilaki language using a

descriptive-analytical approach. To analyze and explain the precise

function of these verbs, Palmer’s (2001) theoretical framework has = Keywords:

been adopted, which categorizes modal verbs semantically into two

main domains: propositional modality and event modality. Context

Conducting interviews with five participants followed by data Gilaki language
- s S Modal verbs

description and analysis, this study demonstrates that Gilaki modal modality

verbs which include /vaston/ (to want/must), /ba:/ or /ba:jesti/  p,imer’s framework

(must/should), /fa:ston/ (to be possible/worthy), /tunaston/ (Eastern

dialect) /ta:naston/ (Western dialect) (to be able to), /xa:ston/ (to

want/wish), /ja:raston/ (to dare/afford), and /be/ from the infinitive

/bu:ston/ (to be/become) cannot be rigidly placed into a single

category within Palmer’s (2001) taxonomy. Indeed, as Palmer

himself asserts, the role of context creates a continuous spectrum (a

continuum) between these categories.
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An Analysis of Modal Verbs in Gilaki Zaryabi & Haghbin

Introduction

Gilaki is a Northwestern Iranian language spoken primarily in the Gilan province and parts of western
Mazandaran. An examination of various aspects of Gilaki including morphological, syntactic, lexical,
and phonological levels reveals similarities with Standard Persian (Stilo, 2001), which facilitates
investigation and comparative analysis. Among these linguistic phenomena, the expression of modality
remains a challenging subject in any language. Modal verbs are instruments for expressing possibility,
necessity, obligation, permission, probability, intention, commitment, inclination, and courage,
reflecting the speaker’s attitude toward a person, object, event, or situation. Beyond morphological
characteristics, modal verbs share common syntactic and semantic features (Palmer, 1997: 94).
Historically, modality was largely examined by grammarians under the syntactic category of mood.
However, it is now primarily addressed within the realm of semantics. Palmer (2001), drawing on
extensive examples from diverse languages, provides a detailed examination of modality. In his
semantic and typological approach, modality is defined as the grammaticalization of the speaker’s
subjective attitude and judgment. He divides modality into two primary categories: «propositional
modality» and «event modality». According to Palmer (2001), contextual conditions play a significant
role in the semantic interpretation of modal verbs; therefore, the meaning of these verbs cannot always
be definitively determined independently of the context in which they are used. The modal verbs
examined in this research include /vaston/ (to want/must), /ba:josti/ (must/should), /fa:ston/ (to be
possible/worthy), /tunaston/ (Eastern dialect) /ta:noston/ (Western dialect) (to be able to), /xa:ston/ (to
want/wish), /ja:raston/ (to dare/afford), and /be/ from the infinitive /bu:ston/ (to be/become).

Material, Methods and Literature

Numerous studies have been conducted on modal verbs in Persian and Gilaki, focusing on one or two
specific verbs; however, there remains a lack of comprehensive research encompassing all modal verbs.
Examples of previous works include Rahimian (2011) on the verbs «xa:stan» and «ba:jastan»,
Naghizadeh et al. (2011) on the concept of subjectivity in the verbs «ba:jastan» and «ta:nastan», and
Rahimian and Amoozadeh (2012) on the modal verbs «fodan» and «ta:nastan». Historical studies
include Changizi (2021) on «Modality in Middle Persian» and Sabouri and Roshan (2024) on «Non-
personal modal verbs in Zoroastrian Middle Persian».

The objective of this research is to identify and describe modal verbs in the Gilaki language using
a descriptive-analytical approach and to classify them based on Palmer’s (2001) framework to
understand their functional performance. To this end, data were collected through interviews with five
native speakers from Rasht, aged 40 to 65. The selection criterion for the participants was that
Gilaki must be their first language (L1) and that they actively use it in their daily interactions
and conversations. Therefore, individuals who had acquired Gilaki as their mother tongue and
continued to converse in it within their family and social environments were selected, ensuring
that the gathered data reflects the natural usage of Gilaki in everyday life. Data collection was
carried out through interviews with these participants; however, some key points from other
varieties of the Gilaki language, specifying the region of usage, have also been incorporated
into this study. The theoretical framework of Palmer (2001) was selected through library research, and
the samples were analyzed using a descriptive-analytical methodology.
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Results & Discussion

Similar to Persian, Gilaki modal verbs are separated from the main verb and written with a space
(Jousefpour et al., 2024: 39). These include /vaston/, /ba:jasti/ba/:, /fa:ston/, /tonasan/ (Eastern)
fta:naston/ (Western), /xaston/, /ja:raston/, and /be/ from the infinitive /boston/. The verb /ba:jastan/
(must/should) shifts across the boundaries of inferential, presumptive, reportative, sensory, deontic, and
commissive/directive modalities, exhibiting various applications. /Xa:stan/ (want) can function as a
main verb, but here, only its usage as a modal verb is considered, placing it within the inferential,
reportative, deontic, and volitional categories. /Xa:stan/ (to be possible/worthy) falls under reportative,
sensory, deontic/directive, and volitional categories. /ta:nastan/ (can) displays diverse applications,
shifting across modal boundaries even more frequently than /ba:jastan/. These categories include
speculative, inferential, presumptive, reportative, sensory, permissive, deontic/directive, and dynamic
modality. The modal verb /ja:raston/ (dare/be able to), depending on the context, exhibits inferential,
reportative, and dynamic modalities. /vaston/ (want/need) is used in inferential, reportative, sensory, and
volitional dimensions, while /odan (become/can) demonstrates presumptive, inferential, reportative,
sensory, permissive, and speculative modalities. The overlap of certain verbs across multiple semantic
categories indicates that modality in the data of this research is not a static concept based solely on
lexical meaning; rather, the interpretation is a result of the interaction between the verb’s core meaning,
syntactic and morphological features, and the conversational context. For instance, a single verb might
represent the speaker’s assessment of an event in a sensory Or reportative context, whereas the same
verb might imply permission, obligation, or a directive meaning in another context, depending on the
relationship between the speaker and the interlocutor. Therefore, the higher frequency of ta:nastan can
be attributed to its semantic flexibility and its capability to cover a wide spectrum of meanings. This
finding emphasizes the necessity of simultaneously analyzing formal indicators and contextual clues in
determining the type of modality.

Conclusion

The results of this study, based on usage counts and the provided data, indicate that the modal verb
fta:nastan/ (can), with 8 occurrences, is the most frequent modal verb. /Ba:jastan/ (must) and //odan/
(become) rank second, with 6 occurrences each, followed by //a:stan/ (should) with 5. /xa:stan/ (want)
and /vaston/ (want/need) each appear 4 times, and finally, /ja.raston/ (dare) appears in 3 instances
(inferential, reportative, and dynamic). This distribution, consistent with Palmer’s (2001) emphasis on
context, shows that modal verbs in the data are highly context-dependent, and the choice of each verb
is subject to the speech act and the speaker’s communicative goal. In conversational and interaction-
oriented contexts such as requests, permissions, and obligations, deontic/action-oriented meanings
become more prominent. In contrast, in reportative and narrative-oriented contexts, sensory, reportative,
and inferential meanings appear with higher frequency. Furthermore, factors such as power dynamics
and intimacy between interlocutors, the speaker’s degree of certainty, and in some cases, the animacy
of the subject, play a decisive role in activating dynamic or volitional meanings.
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