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Introduction

1.1  Motivations for the aim and scope of the book

From the last quarter of the twentieth century onwards more and more 
linguists have been refuting Fowler’s famous claim (1965: 595) that the 
English subjunctive was dying (Collins 2015, Collins et al. 2014, Crawford 
2009, Hoffmann 1997, Hundt 1998a, 1998b, 2009, 2018, 2019, Hundt 
and Gardner 2017, Johansson and Norheim 1988, Kastronic and Poplack 
2014, Kjellmer 2009, Leech et al. 2009, Övergaard 1995, Peters 1998, 
2009, Sayder 1989, Schneider 2000, 2005, 2007, 2011, Serpollet 2001, 
Waller 2017). Only Ruohonen (2017) casts some doubt on the hypothe-
sis of a revival of the subjunctive continuing into the twenty-first century. 
These studies are based on corpus-linguistic evidence and deal with the 
so-called mandative subjunctive, i.e. with subjunctive use in subordinate 
clauses depending on expressions of ‘demand, recommendation, pro-
posal, resolution, intention, etc.’ (Quirk et al. 1985: 156). Their general 
message is that the subjunctive enjoys a healthy life and shows an increas-
ing frequency in many diatopic varieties. The same construction type was 
also at issue in some studies on differences of subjunctive use in British 
and American English (Algeo 1988, 1992, Greenbaum 1977, Johansson 
1979, Turner 1980, Nichols 1987). They are based on elicitation tests 
and also come to the conclusion that the subjunctive is very much alive 
in the second half of the twentieth century. How can we explain Fowler’s 
pessimistic outlook? Its assumption is that in the past the subjunctive was 
frequently used, but then lost its popularity.

Extensive research on the subjunctive in Old English (OE) dates from 
the first half of the twentieth century, but the relevant publications cover 
only poetry (Behre 1934), only dependent clauses (Glunz 1929, Vogt 
1930, Wilde 1939/1940) or only special adverbial clauses (Callaway 
1931, 1933), and they do not provide quantitative results.1

  1	 Even more restricted is the scope of studies of the OE subjunctive in individ-
ual texts: in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History (Faulkner, diss. 2004), in the English 
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Subjunctive constructions in Middle English (ME) have not received 
much attention. López-Couso and Méndez-Naya (1996, 2006) and 
Moessner (2007, 2010a) describe the use of subjunctives and alterna-
tive constructions in noun clauses after suasive verbs. The use of the 
subjunctive in ME conditional clauses is dealt with in Kihlbom (1939) 
and in Moessner (2005). The general information to be gleaned from 
these studies is that the development of subjunctive frequency was not 
uniform across construction types (frequency rise in conditional clauses, 
frequency drop in noun clauses) and across text categories (instructive 
text types preserve the subjunctive longer than narrative text types).

Studies on the subjunctive in the Early Modern English (EModE) 
period also focus on the construction types noun clause (Fillbrandt 2006, 
Rütten 2014, 2015) and adverbial clause (Moessner 2006). They show 
that in EModE, too, the development of subjunctive frequency is influ-
enced by a number of factors, e.g. diatopic variety, construction type and 
text category.

Subjunctive use in individual periods is also described in reference 
works on these periods (OE: Mitchell 1985, Traugott 1992; ME: Fischer 
1992, Mustanoja 1960; EModE: Barber 1997, Görlach 1991, Nevalainen 
2006, Rissanen 1999; Present-Day English (PDE): Huddleston and 
Pullum 2002, Quirk et al. 1985). Since they are not exclusisvely based on 
corpus data, they do not contribute exact quantitative results.

Two articles by Éva Kovács promise an overview of subjunctive con-
structions in OE and ME (2010) and from EModE to PDE (2009). Yet 
they turn out to be summaries of handbook wisdom, and they do not 
take notice of the many specialised studies published before.

The only diachronic investigation of subjunctive use which covers 
more than one period is by Wayne Harsh (1968). He examines data 
from all periods of the English language, and he includes all construc-
tion types in which the subjunctive can occur. In his analysis he uses a 
complex classification system with thirteen ‘syntactic categories’. Yet 
each of his five chapters deals with a different aspect of subjunctive use. 
Therefore, it is not possible to derive a comprehensive history of the 
English subjunctive from the figures in the individual chapters. Chapter 2 
traces the development of subjunctive frequency in six translations of the 
New Testament from OE to PDE. Chapter 3 compares subjunctive use 
in the original texts of the Peterborough Chronicle and two of Chaucer’s 
Canterbury Tales with their modern translations. Chapter 4 focuses on 
differences between verse and prose texts and on diatopic variation in 
ME, and Chapter 5 describes subjunctive use in twenty-four British and 
American plays from the fifteenth to the twentieth centuries. The results 

translation of Gregory’s Cura Pastoralis (Fleischhauer 1886), in The Anglo-Saxon 
Gospels (Henshaw 1894) or in Beowulf (Mourek 1908).
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of the individual chapters are summarised in the introduction as two 
parallel trends: ‘(1) a decline in the use of inflected subjunctive forms, 
and (2) an increasing use of a variety of grammatical structures in place 
of such forms’ (Harsh 1968: 12). Among these grammatical structures 
are indicative forms, imperative forms, modal constructions, infinitive 
constructions and participle constructions.

Visser’s historical syntax (1963–1973) and Jespersen’s historical 
grammar (1909–1949) are helpful reference works which provide authen-
tic examples of subjunctive use in all construction types in the different 
periods, but they do not present a systematic description of subjunctive 
use in the history of the English language either. This is a long-standing 
gap in the research landscape of the English subjunctive, and it is the aim 
of the present book partly to fill it.

Ideally, a systematic history of English subjunctive use should start with 
the analysis of the oldest English texts, describe – and possibly explain 
– changes in its use in all construction types across the different periods 
until the present day, and it should be based on corpus evidence. In section 
1.3 I will clarify where my study has to fall short of this ideal at present.

1.2  The subjunctive and its relation to the categories mood 
and modality

Subjunctive is a controversial term in English linguistics. In the tradition 
of the part of speech theory it is used as one of the realisations of the 
inflectional category mood of the verb, the others being indicative and 
imperative, and this is how the term subjunctive will be used in this book. 
A subjunctive is identified via its form. The underlying claim here is that 
this is an adequate descriptive model not only for the historical periods 
of English, but for all periods including PDE. The controversy about the 
subjunctive arises from the fact that some linguists deny the existence of 
the category mood in PDE (Aarts 2012, Palmer 1974) or accept only the 
form were in the first and third person singular past as the realisation of 
an irrealis mood (Huddleston and Pullum 2002). Palmer (1974: 48) even 
claims that ‘the notion of a subjunctive mood is a simple transfer from 
Latin’.

For the historical periods it is generally acknowledged that the sub-
junctive as a marker of the category mood is a viable definition, because 
English had a fully-fledged inflectional verbal system with formal differ-
ences between indicative and subjunctive in present and in past tense.2 The 
amount of syncretism grew steadily from OE to ME. Whereas in OE the 

  2	 Cf. the description of verbal morphology in OE grammars and reference works 
(Campbell 1959: §§730, 748, 754, 762, Hogg 1992: 3.4.2.1–3.4.2.3, Pilch 1970: 
§33) and in ME handbooks and in the relevant parts of language histories (Burrow 
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indicative : subjunctive contrast was only non-existent in the first person 
singular present tense of lexical verbs, it was given up in ME in the plural 
present tense and in the second person singular past of strong verbs and 
in the first and third person singular past of weak verbs. From EModE 
onwards we find different descriptions of verbal morphology. While Lass 
(1999: 161), Nevalainen (2006: 96–97) and Rissanen (1999: 227–231) 
explicitly use the category mood with an indicative : subjunctive contrast 
for present and past, Barber (1997: 164–180) posits a seven-form verb 
system and then outlines in detail the forms used for the second and third 
person singular and for plural present, before he adds a paragraph on the 
subjunctive where he notes that the indicative : subjunctive contrast in 
EModE is restricted to the second and third person singular of the present 
tense. The verb be preserved more indicative : subjunctive contrasts in all 
periods. The further reduction of the indicative : subjunctive contrast to 
the third person singular present tense after the loss of the pronoun thou 
for the second person singular admittedly made mood a minor category 
of the English verb today. This is probably the reason for the rejection of 
the category mood as outlined above. If, however, the reduction of the 
realisation possibilities of a category were a valid argument for abolish-
ing the category itself, it would follow that the category case no longer 
existed in PDE substantives, because the original five-form system in sin-
gular and plural has been reduced to a two-form system in singular and 
a one-form system in plural. Yet PDE grammars contain detailed treat-
ments of case in substantives (cf. Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 455–483, 
Quirk et al. 1985: 318–331).

The discussion about the definition of the subjunctive in modern lin-
guistics started with the introduction of the category modality by Palmer 
in his book Modality and the English Modals (1979) and its further elab-
oration in more recent publications (e.g. Palmer 2001). He distinguishes 
the notional category modality from grammatical categories like mood. 
Modality captures the status of a proposition which describes an event or 
a situation, and it is usually marked in the verbal syntagm through mood 
or through modal systems.3 Most languages use either mood or a modal 
system, but there are languages where both coexist. Yet Palmer observes 
that in these languages ‘one will, in time, replace the other’ (Palmer 
2001: 104). It may be argued that English is a case in point with its mood 
system shrinking and its modality system expanding. Unfortunately, 
Palmer is inconsistent in the application of his category modality and 
its realisations when it comes to the description of the subjunctive in 
PDE. He lists the three constructions which Quirk et al. (1985) call the 

and Turville-Petre 1992: 31–37, Lass 1992: 2.9.2, Moessner and Schaefer 1987: 
111–126).

  3	 Other markers of modality are e.g. modal adverbs like certainly, probably, possibly.
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were-subjunctive, the mandative subjunctive and  the putative should-
construction and rejects all of them as subjunctives: the first because it is 
restricted to conditional clauses, the second because it is rare in British 
English, and the last because should is a modal verb. The arguments put 
forward against the analysis of the first two constructions as subjunctives 
are invalid, because they rest on frequency alone. If frequency were a 
valid argument for denying the existence of a construction type, the con-
struction type may have been being examined (Quirk et al. 1985: 151) 
should be denied its existence in PDE, too.

The authors of the Cambridge Grammar take up Palmer’s concept of 
modality and set it off explicitly against the category mood: ‘The distinc-
tion between mood and modality is like that between tense and time, 
or aspect and aspectuality: mood is a category of grammar, modality a 
category of meaning. Mood is the grammaticalisation of modality within 
the verbal system’ (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 172). They accept the 
traditional terms indicative, subjunctive and imperative as realisations 
of mood in the inflectional system of verbs, but concerning PDE they 
note that ‘historical change has more or less eliminated mood from the 
inflectional system, with irrealis mood confined to 1st/3rd person singu-
lar were’ (ibid.).4 Very idiosyncratically they apply the term mood to the 
system of PDE modal auxiliaries.5 By contrast their concept of modality 
is not so neatly defined. The authors admit that ‘it is rather broad and 
finds expression in many areas of the language besides mood; it is, more
over, not sharply delimited or subdivided’ (ibid.). In their list of linguistic 
expressions of modality we find past tense as an expression of modal 
remoteness, the clause types imperative and interrogative as expressions 
of directives and questions respectively, as well as subordination as an 
expression of non-factuality.6 So far, the message of the Cambridge 
Grammar is that the subjunctive as realisation of the inflectional category 
mood does not exist in PDE except for the form were in the first and 
third person singular past of the verb be. The subjunctive is, however, 
reintroduced by the backdoor via subordination as a linguistic expression 
of the modality ‘necessity or desirability of actualisation’ (2002: 174). 
Since the model of the Cambridge Grammar does not allow the use of 
the term subjunctive for an inflectional form of the verb, the form be in 
the example It’s essential that he be told is analysed as the plain form of 

  4	 According to the terminology used before, ‘irrealis’ should be replaced by 
‘subjunctive’.

  5	 The authors are aware of their unusual terminology, which they justify in a foot-
note: ‘we take the extension of the term to analytic systems to be parallel to the use 
of tense and aspect for analytic systems as well as inflectional ones’ (Huddleston 
and Pullum 2002: 172, fn 47).

  6	 The clause type declarative is described as the default clause type, which is associ-
ated with factual statements and therefore regarded as unmodalised.
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the verb be. From the previous definition of the plain form as a secondary 
form of the inflectional paradigm of verbs (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 
83) it follows that the rejection of the term subjunctive for the form be 
in the above example is a mere matter of terminology. In chapter 10 of 
the Cambridge Grammar, on ‘Clause type and illocutionary force’, there 
is less hesitation to use the term subjunctive for examples like God save 
the Queen. They represent one of the minor optative clause types, they 
express the modality wish and they are realised by subjunctive construc-
tions. In sum, the authors of the Cambridge Grammar make every effort 
to abolish mood as an inflectional category of the English verb and sub-
junctive as one of its realisations, but they do so at the expense of using an 
idiosyncratic definition of mood and of defining subjunctive as a clause 
type/construction type. The only linguistic property by which it is defined 
is that it contains a verb in its plain form. This is not a sufficient property, 
however, because the subjunctive clause type shares it with the imperative 
clause type. The concept of plain form in addition to the form of present 
tense plain involves the additional problem that in a given utterance the 
verb form can only be identified once the clause type is identified, but 
the identification of the latter relies on that of the former. In the utter-
ance They save the Queen the verb form save can only be identified as 
present tense plain when the utterance has been identified as a declarative 
clause type, and the identification of the utterance as a realisation of the 
clause type declarative relies on the prior identification of the verb form 
as present tense plain. Similarly, in the utterance God save the Queen the 
verb form save can only be identified as plain form when the utterance 
has been identified as a subjunctive clause type and vice versa.

The idea of subjunctive as a clause type was elaborated by Bas Aarts. 
Starting from the assumption that Palmer’s 1974 claim that the notion 
of a subjunctive mood had no place in English grammar was ‘generally 
accepted in most modern descriptive frameworks’ and that other studies 
failed to provide an alternative adequate description of English grammar, 
he proposes to fill this gap by positing ‘a “subjunctive clause type”, along 
with declaratives, interrogatives, imperatives and exclamatives’ (Aarts 
2012: 1). Before going into the details of this new model, he reviews 
other modern approaches to the analysis of the subjunctive (Anderson 
2001, Huddleston and Pullum 2002, Quirk et al. 1985, Radford 1988). 
He points out that they disagree on whether subjunctive verbs and clauses 
containing these should be described as finite or non-finite. The reason 
for their disagreement is the use of different morphosyntactic properties 
or the different interpretation of the same morphosyntactic property 
in the decision about finiteness.7 Then Aarts presents his own solution 

  7	 Radford (1988) uses the properties of an obligatory subject and of case-marking 
on the subject as markers of finiteness. Quirk et al. (1985) use a scale of finiteness 
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of what he calls the ‘subjunctive conundrum’ in the title of his article. 
He establishes subjunctive as a separate construction whose degree of 
finiteness is determined by its position on a scale of finiteness, which he 
acknowledges as a recast and extended version of Quirk et al.’s scale of 
finiteness. It contains the following properties: possible occurrence in an 
independent clause (a), tense contrast (b), person and number concord 
with the subject (c), do-support in negative and interrogative clauses 
(d), an obligatory subject (e), particular subordinators, typically that 
(f), and alternation with finite clauses (g). The prototypical finite clause 
is marked ‘+’ for all these properties, while subjunctive clauses turn out 
to be peripherally finite on this scale. The corresponding subjunctive 
clause type is defined by its distinctive morphosyntactic properties: (1) 
no do-support when negated, (2) no syntactic independence (with a few 
formulaic exceptions), (3) no person/number concord, (4) no tense con-
trast. These properties also figure on Quirk et al.’s and on Aarts’s scales 
of finiteness, on which subjunctive verb phrases/subjunctive clauses can 
be measured. Aarts’s finiteness analysis seems to differ from Quirk et 
al.’s concerning properties (2) and (4). Yet this is not a categorical but 
only a gradual difference. Aarts acknowledges that subjunctive construc-
tions also occur in independent clauses, although they are ‘formulaic 
exceptions’. On the other hand Quirk et al. do not deny the occurrence 
of subjunctive verb phrases in subordinate clauses.8 Although tense con-
trast is questioned/denied as a property of the subjunctive verb phrase/
the subjunctive clause type, both Quirk et al. and Aarts are aware of 
the so-called were-subjunctive, and they agree that it plays only a mar-
ginal role in PDE. It is also important to note that properties (e)–(g) of 
Aarts’s scale of finiteness do not figure in his definition of the subjunctive 
clause type. The conclusion to be drawn is that the subjunctive clause 
type is defined on the basis of the morphosyntactic properties of its 
verb phrase. Yet Aarts neglects this point and argues that his subjunc-
tive clause type fits nicely into a model with the other clause types of 
declarative, interrogative, imperative, exclamative.9 In this model the 

with five properties: finite verb phrases can occur in independent clauses (a), they 
have tense contrast (b), person and number concord with the subject (c), the first 
element in a finite verb phrase is an operator or a simple present or past form (d), 
finite verb phrases have mood, which indicates the status of the predication (e). On 
the basis of property (a), subjunctive verb phrases are analysed as finite in Quirk 
et al.’s grammar and by Radford (1988), whereas they are analysed as non-finite 
by Anderson (2001, 2007), because he denies them the capacity to license an inde-
pendent predication.

  8	 Cf. the formulation of the corresponding property: ‘Finite verb phrases can occur as 
the verb phrase of independent clauses’ (Quirk et al. 1985: 149) [my underlining]

  9	 The subjunctive clause type is reminiscent of one of the Cambridge Grammar’s 
optative clause types which expresses the modality wish and is realised by a sub-
junctive construction, i.e. contains a verb in its plain form.
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category mood has no place (with perhaps the exception of the indica-
tive), the clause types are characterised by their typical uses. The corre-
spondences are declarative/statement, interrogative/question, imperative/
directive, exclamative/exclamation, subjunctive/directive. In this model, 
subjunctive clauses and imperative clauses cannot be distinguished by 
their typical use. The ambiguity is not removed either when we turn to 
the morphosyntactic properties that allegedly distinguish the two clause 
types. Aarts argues that the subjunctive clause type cannot occur in 
main clauses and the imperative clause type cannot occur in subordinate 
clauses. Yet he also said that subjunctive clauses do occur (exception-
ally) in main clauses, and examples of the type He answered: ‘Leave me 
alone!’ document that imperative clauses can function as subordinate 
clauses.				 

For PDE, Aarts’s subjunctive clause type might be saved by the feature 
‘obligatory subject’, which figures only on his scale of finiteness, but 
not as one of the distinctive morphosyntactic properties of his subjunc-
tive clause type. In this respect, PDE subjunctive clauses and imperative 
clauses differ. Obligatoriness of the subject is, however, not a feature of 
finite clauses in the historical periods of English. Since it was required 
at the outset that the model of the subjunctive to be used in this book 
should be valid for all periods of English, the obvious solution was to 
use mood in its traditional sense as an inflectional category and define 
subjunctive as one of its realisations.

The concept of the subjunctive as a realisation of the category mood 
is incomplete if it does not include the shades of meaning that this form 
contributes to an utterance. This is in line with Portner’s definition of 
verbal mood (2012: 1262) as ‘a distinction in form among clauses based 
on the presence, absence, or type of modality in the grammatical context 
in which they occur’.

The meaning aspect appears under many guises in earlier descriptions 
of the subjunctive. For Behre (1934: 1) the subjunctive ‘is capable of 
serving to indicate certain mental attitudes on the part of the speaker 
towards the verbal activity . . .’. Among these mental attitudes two are 
especially prominent, namely will and wish. The former is given when 
the realisation of an action depends on the authority of the speaker, 
the latter when it depends on factors beyond the speaker’s control. In 
the first case the subjunctive is used to express ‘exhortation, command, 
demand, instruction, etc.’, in the second it expresses ‘prayer, humble 
petition or request . . . hope or longing, etc.’ (1934: 9). In his chapter 
on the subjunctive Visser (1963–1973: §§834–895) avoids the term 
subjunctive and uses ‘modally marked form’ instead. The modality 
which he associates with the subjunctive is ‘non-fact’, and he adds 
the specifications ‘wish, imagination, contingency, doubt, diffidence, 
uncertainty, supposition, potentiality, etc.’ (§834). Yet the subjunctive 
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is not the only marker of non-fact modality. Among Visser’s list of other 
non-fact modality markers are subordinating conjunctions, modal aux-
iliaries, matrix verbs like desire, modal adverbs and word order (type 
‘go we’).

Visser draws attention to the importance of the element ‘form’ in his 
term ‘modally marked form’, because he is aware of possible misinterpre-
tations of the term ‘subjunctive’, which he detected already in the works 
of ‘the earliest English grammarians’, where the subjunctive was intro-
duced as a form of the verb, but understood as a meaning of the verb. It 
is not quite clear to which grammarians Visser refers, but the tendency 
to interpret subjunctive as a meaning is quite obvious in grammars of 
the EModE period. Bullokar in his Bref Grammar for English (1586: 
28) and Joshua Poole in The English Accidence (1646: 13) claim that 
the subjunctive has the same forms as the indicative. Charles Butler in 
The English Grammar (1634: 46) and Jeremiah Wharton in his English 
Grammar (1654: 43), who use the term ‘potential’ instead of subjunctive, 
describe its form as a sequence of a modal auxiliary and the infinitive.10 
The foregrounding of the meaning aspect is also visible in the treatment 
of mandative constructions in the Cambridge Grammar (Huddleston and 
Pullum 2002: 995), where noun clauses with indicative verbs like They 
demand that the park remains open are interpreted as mandative because 
they express deontic modality.

Although the term modality is not used, the conditions for the use of 
the so-called mandative subjunctive are spelled out in semantic terms in 
more recent publications as well: it can be used ‘with any verb in a that-
clause . . . introduced by an expression of demand, recommendation, 
proposal, resolution, intention, etc.’ (Quirk et al. 1985: 156), after ‘verbs 
and nouns which express, or signify, volition’ (Övergaard 1995: 92), and 
‘after suasive verbs, nouns and emotive adjectives such as demand, order, 
imperative, and necessary’ (Hoffmann 1997: 13).

In the only book-length publication on the meaning of the English 
subjunctive James (1986: 13) defines modality as ‘a linguistic term for 
manner of representation’. He posits two manners of representation of 
the state of affairs in the world. The first manner of representation 
intends that it matches the state of affairs in the world. This is the case 
for example when an architect draws a sketch of a house after it has 
been built. The second manner of representation intends that the state 
of affairs in the world match its representation. This is the case when 
the architect draws a sketch of a house that he intends to build. These 
constellations are reminiscent of Searle’s (1976: 3) two directions of fit 
between words and the world to which James refers. Both authors use the 
term epistemic modality for the first manner of representation and root 

10	 Cf. also Dons (2004: 98–109).
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modality for the second manner of representation. Epistemic modality is 
given in assertions, explanations, statements, descriptions, etc. (e.g. John 
knows that his future wife is a good cook), and root modality is given 
in requests, commands, vows, promises, etc. (e.g. John wishes that his 
future wife be a good cook). This terminology corresponds to Visser’s 
dichotomy fact and non-fact modality.

Root modality can be expressed by the subjunctive. However, it can 
also be expressed by imperatives and by more complex verbal syntagms, 
especially by those of the form ‘modal/semi-modal auxiliary + infinitive’. 
The analysis of modality is complicated by the fact that some modal 
auxiliaries can express root modality and epistemic modality. Depending 
on the context the sentence John may go to the party can mean that he is 
allowed to go to the party or that it is likely that he will go to the party. In 
the first case may expresses the root modality permission, in the second 
it expresses the epistemic modality possibility/probability. Since James is 
only concerned with the semantics of the subjunctive, he does not discuss 
the ambiguity of modal auxiliaries.

In another approach to semantics modality is decribed in terms of 
quantification over possible worlds (Hintikka 1962). In possible world 
semantics the number of modalities is not restricted by the direction 
of fit criterion, but an indefinite number of modalities is posited. They 
are classified along the dimensions ‘force’ (necessity vs. possibility) and 
‘flavour’. The flavour of an element expressing modality is determined 
by the sets of possible worlds with which it is compatible. If an expres-
sion of modality quantifies over worlds compatible with a body of rules, 
it has the flavour deontic, if it quantifies over worlds compatible with a 
set of wishes, it has the flavour bouletic, and if it quantifies over worlds 
compatible with the available evidence, it has the flavour epistemic, etc. 
(Hacquard 2012: 1486). The ambiguity of modal auxiliaries plays a 
prominent role in standard possible world semantics.

In Kratzer’s model of modality in possible worlds semantics the prob-
lems stemming from this ambiguity are solved by adding the variables 
‘context of use’ and ‘conversational background’ (Kratzer 1991: 640–
641). This makes modality a category of pragmatics. Kratzer argues that 
the epistemic interpretation of the sentence John may go to the party 
derives from its context of use, which is specified by expressions such as 
given that John loves parties, that he is a good friend of the person who 
organised the party, that on the day of the party he will be back from 
his stay abroad, etc. These and other pieces of information form the con-
versational background of the sentence. It can be paraphrased as in view 
of the available evidence, and in possible world semantics it is formally 
represented as a function that relates worlds to sets of propositions. 
So, the conversational background explains why a modal auxiliary in 
a given sentence receives a particular modal interpretation, and it is not 
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necessary to postulate an inherent ambiguity for some modal auxiliaries. 
When the sentence John may go to the party is interpreted as expressing 
deontic modality, it is also related to a world that is compatible with 
the speaker’s experience. Yet the world of experience which is at issue 
here contains elements such as John’s mother persuaded her husband to 
apply less strict rules in the education of their son or John did his father 
a favour for which he wants to reward his son or the party was organ-
ised by John as a birthday present for his father, etc. The conversational 
background of the deontic interpretation can be paraphrased as in view 
of the rules holding in John’s family.

Hacquard (2012: 1495) rightly points out that the standard version 
of possible world semantics fails to account for several systematic dif-
ferences (e.g. speaker-orientedness vs. subject-orientedness) between 
epistemic modality and non-epistemic (‘circumstantial modality’ in 
Kratzer’s terminology, ‘root modality’ in James’s terminology) modal-
ity. Kratzer (1991: 643) deals with this problem by introducing the 
concept of graded modality. Graded modality implies two types of con-
versational background, one from which the ‘modal base’ is derived 
(in the case of epistemic modality paraphrased as in view of the avail-
able evidence), which determines the type of modality, and a second 
conversational background, which introduces an ordering. It is called 
the ‘ordering source’, and it ranges from necessity to possibility. The 
modal base of circumstantial modality is derived from the conversational 
backgrounds that are paraphrased as in view of a set of rules, in view of 
the speaker’s wishes, etc. The two kinds of modal bases which Kratzer 
posits for English (1991: 646) are distinguished by their conversational 
backgrounds:

. . . circumstantial and epistemic conversational backgrounds involve differ-
ent kinds of facts. In using an epistemic modal, we are interested in what else 
may or must be the case in our world given all the evidence available. Using 
a circumstantial modal, we are interested in the necessities implied by or the 
possibilities opened up by certain sorts of facts.

My understanding of modality combines aspects from Searle-type seman-
tics and from possible world semantics. I consider the direction of fit 
between words and the world as the most important classification cri-
terion of modality. Epistemic modality is given when an illocutionary 
act is intended to get words to match the world. The conversational 
background of sentences expressing epistemic modality can be para-
phrased as in view of what the speaker knows or in view of what the 
speaker derives from all available evidence. When epistemic modality is 
expressed by the verbal syntagm, the available forms are the indicative 
and combinations of modal auxiliaries/semi-auxiliaries with the infinitive 
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of lexical verbs.11 Epistemic modality realised by indicatives reflects a 
position near the necessity pole of the ordering source, epistemic modal-
ity realised by combinations of modal auxiliaries/semi-auxiliaries with 
infinitives reflects positions towards the possibility pole of the ordering 
source. Root modality is given when an illocutionary act is intended to 
get the world to match the words. Depending on the type of root modal-
ity, the conversational background of sentences expressing root modality 
can be paraphrased as in view of the speaker’s orders (deontic modality) 
and in view of the speaker’s wishes (bouletic modality), etc. When root 
modality is expressed by the verbal syntagm, the available forms are the 
subjunctive, the imperative and combinations of modal auxiliaries/semi-
auxiliaries with the infinitive of lexical verbs. The different realisations 
also reflect different positions on the ordering source with the imperative 
nearest to the necessity pole of the ordering source.

The model of the subjunctive which I will use in this book integrates 
its formal aspect described in terms of the morphological category mood 
and its meaning aspect described in terms of the semantic/pragmatic cat-
egory modality. It is illustrated by Figure 1.1.

The forms of the verbal syntagm which compete with the subjunc-
tive depend on the construction type involved; the number of forms in 
the verbal syntagm in which the subjunctive is overtly marked depends 
on the language period, e.g. in relative clauses the imperative does not 
compete with the subjunctive, and in OE only the first person singular is 
not overtly marked for mood.

The expression of modality in the verbal syntagm also depends on the 
construction type involved. Since in simple sentences only one verbal 
syntagm is involved, it necessarily expresses modality. In complex sen-
tences, where several verbal syntagms are involved, modality can be 
expressed in one or more than one verbal syntagm.

1.3  Corpus considerations

One of the key issues in corpus linguistics is the representativeness of 
a corpus (Biber 1993, Biber et al. 1998, Bungarten 1979, Leech 2007, 
Rieger 1979). Before the compilation of the first electronic corpora in the 
1970s, representativeness was not discussed in linguistics. Descriptions 
of large amounts of data existed (e.g. Jespersen 1909–1949, Visser 1963–
1973), but it was tacitly assumed that these data faithfully represented 
the language use of the periods under investigation.

11	 This is where my concept of modality differs from that advocated in the Cambridge 
Grammar: ‘The default clause type, the declarative, is associated with factual state-
ments and . . . can (in the absence of any other relevant marking) be regarded as 
unmodalised’ (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 174).
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The compilers of the Brown Corpus, by contrast, were aware of the 
desirability of representativeness. Francis described a linguistic corpus 
as ‘a collection of texts assumed to be representative of a given lan-
guage, dialect, or other subset of a language, to be used for linguistic 
analysis’ (Francis 1979: 110). The universe of texts from which the 
samples of the Brown Corpus were taken was determined as ‘edited 
English prose printed in the United States during the calendar year 1961’ 
(Brown Corpus Manual). The text categories and the number and size 
of the texts to be included in each category were decided upon during 
a conference at Brown University in 1963. It was clear at the outset 
that the corpus to be sampled under these conditions could not be fully 
random and thus could not really be representative of twentieth-century 
American English.

morphological category 
MOOD 

realised as     imperative   subjunctive          indicative 

semantic-pragmatic category 
MODALITY 

manner of representation 
of the world epistemic root 

expressed in the 
verbal syntagm indicative      mod. aux+infinitive  imperative   subjunctive 

Figure 1.1  The model of the subjunctive
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A similar restricted representativeness was also acknowledged by the 
compilers of the LOB Corpus: ‘. . . the present corpus is not representa-
tive in a strict statistical sense . . . The true “representativeness” of the 
present corpus arises from the deliberate attempt to include relevant 
categories and subcategories of texts rather than from blind statistical 
choice’ (Johansson 1978: 14). The same compilation strategies were also 
followed for the FLOB and Frown corpora to make them compatible 
with their predecessors.

Even more problems are involved in the compilation of diachronic 
corpora, especially when they are to cover the earliest periods of the 
English language. The amount of available data becomes smaller the 
further we go back in time, their quality is poorer and some text types 
simply did not exist in earlier periods. The compilers of the Helsinki 
Corpus (HC) were aware of these limitations, and they devised a complex 
system of text classification with a wider grid of seven prototypical text 
categories and a narrower grid of thirty-four text types (Kytö 1996: 46; 
Kytö and Rissanen 1993: 10–14; Rissanen 1994: 76–77). This does not 
make the HC fully representative, but on a scale of representativeness it 
occupies a rather high position. It is certainly because of its sophisticated 
text classification system that the HC has become the standard corpus for 
the analysis of linguistic features of the historical periods of the English 
language. Therefore, it was only natural that the data for the present 
book should come from this corpus. Unfortunately, the HC stops at the 
end of the EModE period.

It was tempting to use ARCHER (A Representative Corpus of 
Historical English Registers), the other multi-purpose historical corpus 
of the English language, for the following periods up to the twentieth 
century. Here another crucial property of linguistic corpora needs to be 
considered, namely the comparability of corpora. As Leech (2007: 142) 
points out, ‘comparability, like representativeness, can be conceptual-
ised as a scale, rather than as a goal to be achieved 100 per cent’. Biber 
et al. (1994: 1), one of the compilers of ARCHER, explains that it was 
‘designed to investigate the diachronic relations among oral and literate 
registers of English between 1650 and the present’. From his description 
of its aims it becomes clear that it was designed as a self-contained corpus 
with a particular focus on the differences between written and oral reg-
isters and between British and American English. Another aim was to 
allow the investigation of the changing writing styles in the representative 
journals Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society and Edinburgh 
Medical Journal. These aims explain ARCHER’s make-up. In its original 
version (ARCHER-1), which was compiled in the early 1990s by Douglas 
Biber (Northern Arizona University) and Edward Finegan (University of 
Southern California), it contained the seven written registers – journals/
diaries, letters, fiction prose, news, legal opinion, medicine, and science 
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– and the three speech-based registers – fiction dialogue, drama, and 
sermons. The texts were arranged in ten fifty-year periods, and for each 
period ARCHER-1 contained ten files of about 2,000 words in each reg-
ister. After the universe of texts was established, the sampling proceeded 
randomly for most registers. Special limitations held for the registers 
legal opinion, medicine and science. The samples for the latter two regis-
ters were taken from the journals mentioned above, and here only from 
special volumes. The samples of the first register were selected from deci-
sions of the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania. British English samples for 
this register were missing.

In the meantime, ARCHER developed into a corpus in progress.12 In 
the present context it is important to mention that the version ARCHER 
3.2 will also include British English legal texts. Yet they will not enhance 
the comparability between the HC and ARCHER, because the legal texts 
in the corpora belong to different genres; those in the HC are legislative 
texts with a prescriptive function, whereas those prepared for ARCHER 
3.2 are legal opinions with a descriptive function.13 Comparability is 
also adversely affected by the different kinds of science and medicine 
texts in the two corpora. In HC the texts of these registers are passages 
from book-length publications, whereas the corrresponding ARCHER 
texts are self-contained articles. That different formats represent dif-
ferent aspects of language variation was shown by Moessner (2009) in 
a multidimensional analysis of the science texts of the second half of 
the seventeenth century in ARCHER and a parallel corpus of HC-like 
texts. Even if some other text categories in ARCHER and the HC can 
be matched (e.g. sermons, letters), the overall compilation principles 
of the two corpora are too different to consider them as comparable 
corpora.	

For twentieth-century English, comparable corpora are available for 
the analysis of subjunctive use in British English. The time span which 
can be investigated is becoming bigger through work in progress on 
B-LOB,14 a 1931 counterpart of LOB and FLOB, and it reaches into the 
twenty-first century with The British English 2006 Corpus (BE06). These 
corpora have recently been exploited in a diachronic study by Tim Waller 
(2017), who in his doctoral dissertation traces the development of the 
subjunctive in mandative constructions.

12	 The history of ARCHER is aptly documented in Yañez-Bouza (2011).
13	 López-Couso and Méndez-Naya (2012: 8) describe them as follows: ‘Legal or 

judicial opinions . . . are accounts written by a judge or a group of judges which 
accompany an order or ruling in a case, explain the facts of the case, and clarify the 
rationale and the legal principles of the ruling.’

14	 Cf. Leech and Smith (2005), ‘Extending the possibilities of corpus-based research 
in the twentieth century: A prequel to LOB and FLOB’, ICAME Journal, 29, 
pp. 83–98.
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Because of the present corpus situation, the development of the 
subjunctive can be approached from two ends with a gap in between. 
Comparable results can be achieved on the basis of the HC for the periods 
OE, ME and EModE. Comparable results can also be achieved on the 
basis of the corpora of the extended Brown family for the twentieth/
twenty-first century. There are two ways of bridgeing the gap in between. 
Both require an additional corpus along the compilation principles of 
either the HC or those of the Brown family. There is one corpus which 
matches the earlier parts of the HC exactly and contains texts up to the 
First World War, namely The Penn Parsed Corpus of Modern British 
English. Unfortunately, this corpus is not accessible to me, and this is 
why the present book will be based on the HC only and therefore neces-
sarily will stop at the end of the EModE period.

All three periods of the HC exist in traditional non-annotated form, 
but also as extended and annotated versions (The York-Toronto-Helsinki 
Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose, The York-Helsinki Parsed Corpus 
of Old English Poetry, The Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Middle 
English, The Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Early Modern English). 
The latter allow automatic searches for special morphological forms and 
special syntactic patterns. They would have been preferable tools for data 
collection, if only a quantitative analysis had been intended. Yet since 
each relevant verbal syntagm had to be analysed in its situational context 
to capture its modality, I decided to use the original form of the HC.

As a consequence of this decision the corpus to be established for this 
book had to be restricted to a subset of the files of the HC. It reflects 
the structure of the complete HC with respect to the parameters period, 
region, text category and format (prose vs. verse). The period specifica-
tions O1, O2, O3 and O4 for the OE subcorpora, M1, M1, M1 and M4 
for the ME subcorpora, and E1, E2, E3 for the EModE subcorpora were 
taken over from the HC as well as the names for the seven text categories: 
STA (statutory), IS (instruction secular), IR (instruction religious), NI 
(narration imaginative), NN (narration non-imaginative), EX (exposi-
tory) and XX (none of the others). It comprises thirty files of 128,200 
words in its OE part, thirty-one files of 166,390 words in its ME part and 
thirty files of 193,140 words in its EModE part.

1.4  Research agenda and research method

So far only individual aspects of the history of the English subjunctive 
have been investigated, e.g. the subjunctive in a particular construction 
type, the subjunctive in a particular period, the subjunctive in a particu-
lar text type, etc. What is lacking is a combination of these (and perhaps 
other) aspects. Therefore, the first topic on my research agenda is to 
produce a comprehensive and consistent description of the English sub-
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junctive in all construction types where it is attested across the periods 
OE, ME and EModE. It must include an answer to the question of which 
linguistic patterns competed with – and perhaps ultimately replaced – the 
subjunctive.

From the results presented in earlier studies it can be concluded that 
the simplification of the verbal paradigm lead to a long-term frequency 
decrease of the subjunctive. This cannot be the whole truth, because it 
is not compatible with the observation that in PDE the subjunctive is 
next to non-existent in relative clauses, is restricted to set phrases and 
‘formulaic frames’ (Huddleston and Pullum 2002: 944) in main clauses, 
has been increasing in noun clauses since the beginning of the twentieth 
century, and enjoys different degrees of popularity in different types of 
adverbial clauses. It is not compatible either with the observation that 
in PDE adverbial clauses of reason the indicative prevails, whereas in 
concessive subclauses the subjunctive enjoys a healthy life. Therefore, the 
second topic on my research agenda is to find an answer to the question 
of which factors apart from the simplification of the verbal paradigm 
account for the frequency development of the English subjunctive. Here 
modality as the meaning component of the subjunctive and its communi-
cative purpose will play an important role.

This agenda required close reading of all texts of my corpus so as to 
identify all relevant verbal syntagms, and only those. Since the verbal 
paradigm was simplified during the history of the English languge, it 
was to be expected that the number of relevant verbal syntagms would 
decrease from period to period. The verbal syntagms which had to be 
identified were those realised by the subjunctive and those competing 
with the subjunctive in the construction types main clause (The devil take 
the hindmost), adverbial clause (If a water authority have not before the 
commencement of this Act made any such byelaws for a part of their 
area, the Minister may make such byelaws for that part of that area 
with or without a local inquiry), noun clause (It is important that the 
process be carried out accurately or he demanded that she be informed) 
and adjectival relative clause (A clause that exhibit subjunctive mood 
marking, PSUB, is defined only if . . . PSUB is evaluated with respect to 
modal bases f(w)15).16

The competitors of the subjunctive follow from its definition as realis-
ing the category mood and contributing to the expression of root modal-
ity. Modal and semi-modal constructions compete with the subjunctive in 
all periods. The imperative as a competitor of the subjunctive is restricted 
to the second person, and the indicative is excluded from the list of 
competitors of the subjunctive in main clauses.

15	 Panzeri (2006: 64).
16	 The terminology of clause types follows Quirk et al. (1985).
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The formal marking of the subjunctive differs from period to period. 
In OE, the subjunctive was marked in the second and third person sin-
gular present and in all persons of plural present, and additionally in all 
persons of plural past and in the second person singular past of weak 
verbs and in the first and third person singular past of strong verbs. The 
inflectional paradigm of beon/wesan ‘be’ distinguished even more differ-
ent forms. The verb be is a high-frequency verb in all periods of English, 
but the inclusion of its additional subjunctive forms would have biased 
the results of the quantitative analyses, because texts with an exception-
ally big number of occurrences of be would stand a greater chance of 
scoring high for subjunctives; this is why be was treated on a par with 
all other verbs. The exclusion of the past forms of all verbs followed 
from a similar argument. If they were included in the counts, the results 
of the quantitative analyses would depend on the distribution of weak 
and strong verbs in the texts of my corpus and on the distribution of 
second vs. first and third person singular verbal syntagms. With these 
restrictions the relevant verbal syntagms in the ME part of my corpus 
were those of the second and third person singular present tense. In the 
second person singular the subjunctive was formally marked only after 
the subject thou. This counted as an additional restriction on the number 
of relevant verbal syntagms. This restriction was even more prominent in 
the EModE period, so that in most EModE texts of my corpus only third 
person singular present tense forms proved relevant.

Each relevant verbal syntagm was coded for its location in a particu-
lar text, so that it could be rediscovered after its analysis when one of 
its properties needed to be commented on. Then the parameters for the 
analysis were set up. Among those provided by the parameter coding of 
the HC the following were taken over: period (including the subperiods 
O1 = before 850, O2 = 850–950, O3 = 950–1050, O4 = 1050–1150 for 
OE, M1 = 1150–1250, M2 = 1250–1350, M3 = 1350–1420, M4 = 1420– 
1500 for ME, and E1 = 1500–1570, E2 = 1570–1640, E3 = 1640–1710 
for EModE); region (with the variables Anglian, Kentish and West 
Saxon for OE, and Northern, East Midland, West Midland, Southern, 
Kentish for ME); text category (with the variables STA = statutory, IS = 
instruction secular, IR = instruction religious, NI = narration imaginative, 
NN = narration non-imaginative, EX = expository, XX = unclassified); 
and format (with the variable prose and poetry). They were supplemented 
by the morphosyntactic parameters person, number, mood, and construc-
tion type (with the variables main clause, adjectival relative clause, noun 
clause and adverbial clause). For each construction type a separate data 
sheet was prepared which contains additional construction type specific 
parameters. The construction type specific parameters for adjectival rela-
tive clauses are relative marker, antecedent and mood of the matrix verb. 
The data sheet for noun clauses contains the construction type specific 
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parameters noun clause function, clause type (with the variables declara-
tive, wh-interrogative, yes/no-interrogative, and (nominal) relative), and 
mood of the matrix verb. The construction type specific parameters for 
adverbial clauses are clause type (with the variables temporal clause, 
clause of place, clause of reason, concessive clause, conditional clause, 
clause of purpose/result, comparative clause), conjunction, mood of the 
matrix verb, and negation of the matrix clause. These data sheets were 
processed with the statistics program SPSS. The resulting quantitative 
analysis was used as the starting point for the derivation of a compre-
hensive and consistent picture of subjunctive use. Its features were then 
interpreted qualitatively with the aim of detecting the factors that apart 
from the simplification of the verbal paradigm in the history of English 
contributed to the frequency decrease during the periods investigated.

1.5  Structure of the book and mode of presentation

The structure of the book is geared towards the expectations of different 
types of readers, and its mode of presentation follows from its empirical 
focus and its corpus-linguistic approach.

Chapters 2–5 deal with subjunctive use in individual construction 
types. Chapter 2 describes subjunctive use in main clauses, Chapter 3 in 
adjectival relative clauses, Chapter 4 in noun clauses and Chapter 5 in 
adverbial clauses. Each chapter follows the chronological order from OE 
via ME to EModE, and each period starts with a survey of earlier studies 
and introduces the relevant research parameters, then follows the analy-
sis of the data in the corresponding part of the corpus.

These chapters are self-contained so that the reader who is only inter-
ested in one construction type will find the information s/he is looking 
for in all detail but in condensed form in one chapter and not spread 
across the whole book. The picture of subjunctive use to be derived from 
these chapters is necessarily restricted because it is construction type 
specific.

Other readers may want to get a survey of subjunctive use in one 
special historical period. They are advised first of all to turn to the first 
three sections of Chapter 6, where the results of the analyses of subjunc-
tive use in all construction types are joined together: in section 6.1 for 
OE, in section 6.2 for ME and in section 6.3 for EModE. This combina-
tion of pieces of information coming from two different points of view 
results in a more comprehensive – if you like two-dimensional – picture 
of subjunctive use. For readers who skipped Chapters 2–5 frequent cross-
references are provided.

A multidimensional picture of subjunctive use is provided in the last 
section of Chapter 6, where the diachronic perspective is added. It con-
tains the synthesis of the construction type specific and the period specific 
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analyses and hopefully satisfies the expectations raised by the research 
agenda.

The last chapter (Epilogue: Summary and outlook) briefly summarises 
the main results of the study and discusses the parameters with a par-
ticularly noteworthy influence on the development of subjunctive use at 
particular points in time. They are identified as starting points for further 
rewarding research, among them the unexpected rising frequency trend 
of the subjunctive in main clauses in EModE, the special role played by 
the third person singular, by the text category statutory texts and by the 
parameter modality.

All issues addressed in the book are illustrated by examples from the 
corpus. Their source is given in the form used in the HC, so that they are 
easily recoverable in their bigger context. Yet the symbols ‘+a’, ‘+d’, etc. 
have been expanded for the sake of easier readability. Modern English 
translations are provided for OE and ME examples; the sources of those 
translations which were taken over from earlier editions of a text are 
indicated explicitly.

The quantitative results of the analysis are displayed in tables, usually 
as absolute numbers and as percentage values. Both figures are relevant 
for the interpretation of the tables: when a feature – say, the subjunctive 
– is attested five times in a population of ten items, this equals 50 per cent 
and seems quite remarkable. Yet the population is so small that the result 
of 50 per cent is hardly generalisable. It is also important that the distri-
bution of the subjunctive and its competitors is measured in terms of the 
relevant verbal syntagms, not in terms of the size of the texts in which 
they are attested. The following example clarifies why this is a preferable 
measure for the distribution of frequencies. When a feature – say, the 
subjunctive – occurs fifty times in a text of 1,000 words containing 100 
relevant verbal syntagms and also fifty times in another text of 1,000 
words containing only fifty relevant verbal syntagms, the frequency cal-
culation on the basis of text size yields the same result for both texts, 
namely a frequency of 50/1,000 words. The frequency calculation on 
the basis of the number of relevant verbal syntagms yields a frequency of 
50 per cent in the first text, and of 100 per cent in the second text. This 
result is much more telling, since in the first text only every second verbal 
syntagm is realised by a subjunctive, whereas in the second text all verbal 
syntagms are realised by the subjunctive. This holds irrespective of the 
size of the two texts.


