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Modal adjectives seem on a first glance to be equivalent to modal adverbs, as is the 

intuition regarding the following sentences: 

(1) a. It's probable that the dog is on the lawn. 

b. The dog is probably on the lawn. 

This is indeed the prevalent conception of the relation between modal adverbs and 

modal adjectives in the literature (cf. Jackendoff, 1972; Jacobson, 1978; Kratzer, 

1981; Perkins, 1983). However, what seems at first glance to be the case turns out to 

be more complicated than expected. Modal adverbs and adjectives are distinguishable 

on many levels. First and foremost, modal adverbs are speaker oriented as can be seen 

in the following (Nuyts, 2001): 

(2) A: It is probable that they have run out of fuel. B: Who says so? 

(3) A: Probably they have run out of fuel.  B: #Who says so? 

While in (2) it is felicitous to inquire about the source of the claim, it seems redundant 

in (3). Modal adjectives are acceptable under various embeddings in which modal 

adverbs are not. For example, under negation (Bellert, 1977):   

(4) a. It's impossible/improbable/uncertain that John will come.  

b. #Impossibly/improbably/uncertainly, John will come. 

Under questions (Bellert, 1977): 

(5) a. Is it possible/probable/certain that John will come? 

b. #Will John possibly/probable/certainly come? 

In the protasis of conditionals (Piñón, 2006): 

(6) a. If it's possible/probable/certain that the socialists will win the elections, the 

rich will worry about a luxury tax. 

b. #If the socialists possibly/probably/certainly win the elections, the rich will 

worry about a luxury tax. 

Other embedding environments in which modal adverbs and modal adjectives differ 

include tense and factives, but for lack of space will not be discussed here.  

The last data item is the following contrast, discussed in Nilsen (2004): 

(7) a. It's possible that Le Pen will win even though he certainly won’t. 

b. # Le Pen will possibly win even though he certainly won’t. 

Several attempts to account for the differences between modal adverbs and modal 

adjectives (cf. Bellert, 1977; Ernst, 2009; Nilsen, 2004; Piñón, 2006) are made in the 

literature. Each one has merits, but ultimately falls short of aptly accounting for all the 

abovementioned phenomena. The account proposed here is based on Wolf (2014) in 

which, in addition to the common ground (represented in probabilistic terms, i.e. a set 

of information states), the conversational context registers assertions which were 

previously performed and are under negotiation. Each of these assertions is an 

expression of an information state of some conversational participant with regards to a 

proposition, and is represented by the following Assertion Operator: 

(8) Ax <S,C>  



When Ax stands for an assertion performed by x, S is the degree of strength by which 

the assertion is performed and C is the propositional content of the assertion. As a 

shorthand, the assertion operator is represented by the following probability function: 

(9) Ax P() = v  

P is the probability function which yields some probability value v when applied to 

the propositional content . This value is defined on the speaker's information state 

i.e. the probability space of the speaker, and stands for the degree of belief of x in . 

When the speaker asserts a standard non-modified assertion the representation is:  

(10) The dog is on the lawn.  

Ax P (on-the-lawn(the-dog)) ≥ high 

In prose, the speaker asserts the propositional content 'the dog is on the lawn' with a 

default degree of strength which is equal to or greater than high.  

An assertion containing the modal adjective possible is represented as: 

(11) It's possible that the dog is on the lawn. 

Ax  P (P(on-the-lawn(the-dog)) > 0) ≥ high 

In prose, the speaker asserts the propositional content 'it's possible that the dog is on 

the lawn', represented in probabilistic terms, i.e. 'the probability that the dog is on the 

lawn is greater than 0', with the default degree of strength which is equal to or greater 

than high. A representation of an assertion containing the modal adverb possibly: 

(12) The dog is possibly on the lawn.  

Ax P (on-the-lawn(the-dog)) > 0 

In prose, the speaker asserts the unmodified propositional content 'the dog is on the 

lawn' with the modified degree of strength greater than 0 (representing possibility). 

The difference between modal adjectives and modal adverbs – the former modify the 

propositional content while the latter modify the degree of assertion. The similarity 

between modal adjectives and modal adverbs – both have the same lexical 

representation in terms of degrees of probability. The difference is a matter of scope – 

modal adverbs modify the whole speech act and therefore scope over the 

propositional content, and modal adjectives modify the propositional content and 

therefore have narrow scope. The embeddability data is accounted for by modal 

adjectives' property of being asserted (as part of the propositional content) as opposed 

to modal adverbs belonging to the non-at-issue expressive content which modifies the 

speech act hence not asserted. As for Nilsen's contrast: 

(13) It's possible that Le Pen will win even though he certainly won’t. 

Ax  P (P(win(Le-Pen))> 0) ≥ high /\  Ax P (win(Le-Pen)) = 1  

(14) # Le Pen will possibly win even though he certainly won’t. 

Ax  P(win(Le-Pen)) > 0 /\  Ax P (win(Le-Pen)) = 1   

In (13), the speaker asserts the propositional content 'it's possible that Le Pen will win' 

with the default degree of assertion high, and asserts the propositional content 'Le Pen 

will not win' with the degree of assertion 1 which corresponds to certainty. In (14) the 

speaker asserts the propositional content 'Le Pen will win' with the default degree of 

assertion high, and asserts the propositional content 'Le Pen will not win' with the 

degree of assertion 1 which corresponds to certainty, i.e. in this case the speaker 

asserts contradictory propositional contents, which leads to infelicity.  
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