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The question whether futurity in English is a temporal or modal category or, relatedly, whether will/be
going to are modals or future tense, is a much debated one. Most morphological (paradigms), syntactic
(voice-neutrality, independent negation, sequence-of-tense) and semantic arguments (deicticity) for
either position are contentious (Sarkar 1998; Palmer 1990: 160f.). One seemingly decisive argument
for the temporal analysis is the alleged existence of ‘pure-future’ instances, which “merely express
reference to future states of affairs, without any other significant connotations” (Brisard 1997: 275),
(Brisard 2001: 259; Declerck 1984: 281). In this paper, | will argue for a modal account of futurity in
English using a frame-semantic model (Fillmore 1976). Such an account is sensitive to the overlaps
between modality and futurity: both are metaphysically indeterminate (Giannakidou & Mari 2018;
Langacker 1987: 270), often expressed by the same constructions cross-linguistically (Bybee & Dahl
1989; Fries 1927) and share a basic deontic-epistemic-split in their subsenses (Nuyts 2006). | will
demonstrate how such a model cannot only account for established futural senses (e.g. INTENTION,
PREDICTION) but also for alleged ‘pure-future’ instances.

The model proposes that the main English future-time expressions (FTES) express two distinct modal-
futural conceptual structures/frames: intentional-directive and predictive-evaluative. The intentional-
directive frame consists of a director intending for a future event to happen and an agent obligated to
carry it out (~intention/deontic) (fig.1).The predictive-evaluative frame consists of a proposition about
the future and an evaluator who evaluates the likelihood of this proposition (~prediction/epistemic)

(fig.2).

| will argue that ‘pure-future’ instances fall into three categories (plan, modal matrices, determinate
futures), each of which can be associated with one of the above frames:

(1) PLAN: Friday night will be a banquet at the country club patio and pool (Brisard 1997)

Plans seem to be pure-future because they express high degrees of certainty (Brisard 1997).
Conceptually, though, they have an intentional-directive frame with a backgrounded director (fig.3).
Although we do not know who planned the banquet, we know that someone did plan it and thus activate
the relevant frame.

(2) MobDAL MATRICES: If the lava will come down as far as this, we must evacuate houses
immediately (Close 1975: 256 in Declerck 1984)

FTEs that scope under modal matrices (if) are considered pure-future because the modal matrix
provides the ‘modality’, and the FTE only indicates the time (Palmer 1990: 138). In my model, these
modal matrices also represent frames with an evaluator but with a different evaluation-base (e.g. alethic
possibility). In (2), the ‘if evaluator-substructure overrides the default evaluator-substructure of the
predictive-evaluative frame in ‘will’: hence we have an evaluation in terms of alethic possibility instead
of likelihood (fig.4).

(3) DETERMINATE FUTURES: Easter will be in April this year. (Nicolle 1998)

Determinate futures are often considered pure-futures because they seem completely determined by
present circumstances (Palmer 1990: 137; Haegeman 1982: 141). In my model, these can be seen as
logical deductions about the future which implies evaluation/inferencing by the evaluator. The evaluator
does not know that Easter will be in April; they deduce it from other premises (similarly t o If 1+x is 3,
then 3+x will/is going to be 5).

The paper shows that all major types of pure-futures can be shown to be modal by either implying
direction (~deontic) or evaluation (~epistemic).



Figures

Intends to
happen

Figure 1: Intentional-directive frame

Is to carry
out

Proposition . .. .
likelihood at ty, Figure 2: Predictive-evaluative frame
of

evaluates

Intends to

,,,,,,,, .

{ _Director Figure 3: Plan frame

Is to carry
out

Will be going to o
\\ fut
of

evaluates

[ [ Figure 3: If override of predicitive-

i evaluative will
f B
possi ||ty

evaluates

'y

Reference

Brisard, Frank. 1997. The English tense-system as an epistemic category: the case of futurity. Lexical
and syntactical constructions and the construction of meaning:271-285.

Brisard, Frank. 2001. Be going to: An exercise in grounding. Journal of linguistics 37:251-285.

Bybee, Joan L, and Pagliuca, William. 1987. The evolution of future meaning. Paper presented at
Papers from the 7th international conference on historical linguistics.

Declerck, Renaat. 1984. ‘Pure Future'will in if-clauses. Lingua 63:279-312.

Fillmore, Charles J. 1976. Frame semantics and the nature of language. Paper presented at Annals of
the New York Academy of Sciences: Conference on the origin and development of language
and speech.

Fries, Charles C. 1927. The expression of the future. Language 3:87-95.

Giannakidou, Anastasia, and Mari, Alda. 2018. A unified analysis of the future as epistemic modality.
Natural Language & Linguistic Theory 36:85-129.

Haegeman, Liliane. 1982. THE SEMANTICS OF WILL IN PRESENT-DAY ENGLISH USAGE: A
UNIFIED APPROACH. Some implications for pedagogical grammars. Interlanguage Studies
Bulletin 6:121-145.

Langacker, Ronald W. 1987. Foundations of Cognitive Grammar: descriptive application. Volume 2.vol.
2: Stanford university press.

Nuyts, Jan. 2006. Modality: Overview and linguistic issues. The expression of modality 1:26.

Palmer, Frank Robert. 1990. Modality and the English modals: Longman.

Sarkar, Anoop. 1998. The conflict between future tense and modality: The case of will in English.
University of Pennsylvania Working Papers in Linguistics 5:6.



