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BACKGROUND: Modals can be divided into epistemic modals and root modals (which can be
further classified into deontic and dynamic modals) (Kratzer 1981, 1991). A syntactic distinction
can be observed in the relative word order between these two types of modals and the subject.
The modal yinggai in Chinese can have either an epistemic (‘be likely to’) or a root (deontic;
‘ought to’) reading. The epistemic yinggai can either precede or follow a subject, as in (1a),
while the root yinggai can only follow the subject, on par with other root modals, as in (1b).

(1) a. (Yinggdirpi) Zhangsan (yinggairy) si-didn zou.

should Zhangsan should  four-clock leave
‘It is likely to be that Zhangsan leaves at 4. (Modgpi > Subyj)
b. (*Hui/Néng/Kéyi/Yinggdipe,) Zhangsan (hui/néng/kéyi/yinggaipe,) si-dian zOou.
will can may should Zhangsan will can may should four-clock leave

Int.: (‘It {will/can/is allowed/ought to} be that Zhangsan leaves at 4.”) (*Modpe, > Subj)
TWO PREVIOUS STUDIES: Yip & Lee (2022) and Hsu (2024) have drawn attention to the relation
between focus and the subject following sentence-initial root modals. Namely, a sentence-initial
root modal is possible when it immediately precedes a focalized subject, as in (2a); by contrast,
a root modal cannot occur sentence-initially when being followed by a “remote” focalized
element, e.g., the contrastive predicate in (2b). Y&L propose that root modals undergo (head)
movement from the lower position to the position right above a focused element, as in (3).
(2)a. Keyi nir qu, yé& keyi tar qu. (Modpeo > Subjj+ry)
may 2SG go also may 3SG go
‘It is allowed to be that you go, and it is also allowed to be that s/he goes.’
b. *Keéyi ni  liuxiar, y& keyi ni  zour. (*Modpeo > Subj[-F))
may 2SG stay also may 2SG leave
Int.: (‘It is allowed to be that you stay, and it is also allowed to be that you leave.”)
(3) Over-Focus (O-F) movement: [Mod:oot [ce/tp XPp+Focus) [ [ve -..]]]]
T |
Hsu (2024) argues that a sentence-initial modal (epistemic or root) gives rise to a propositional
focus reading. Based on the assumption that Chinese modals are generated in the split-Infl
domain in the sense of Pollock (1989), Hsu proposes that sentence-initial modals are derived by
internal merge to the Focus Phrase (henceforth, FocusP) in the CP domain, see Modepistemic in (4).
(4) Modal-to-Focus (M-to-F) movement: [rocuse Focus-Modgp: [tp Subj [modp-£pi [ ...1]1]
|
DRAWBACKS: The O-F movement approach faces several empirical challenges. First, an
immediately followed focalized subject can only legitimatize deontic modals; sentence-initial
dynamic modals are always illegal even preceding a focalized subject, as in (5).
(5) *Gan/Ken Zhangsanr qu  shangban, ér  Lisirbu qu.
dare be.willing.to Zhangsan go work and Lisi not go
Int.: (‘one dare/is willing to do that Zhangsan goes to work but Lisi doesn’t.”)
Second, focus is not the only mean to make sentence-initial modals legal. “Demoting” the subject
to an applied object can also have the same effect. For example, in (6), you, which introduces
the agent (see Lii, 1999), i.e., Zhangsan in this case, can also render the sentence grammatical.
Note that, under the assumption that wh-phrases inherently bear a focus interpretation (see
Rochemont, 1986; Rizzi & Bocci, 2017; Saito, 2024), and that a sentence can only have one
focus, shéenme renwu ‘what task’ is the only focus and the agent Zhangsan cannot be focalized.
(6) Keyi you Zhangsan chéngdan [shénme renwulr ne?
may YOU Zhangsan undertake what task SFP
Lit. ‘It is allowed to be that Zhangsan undertakes what task?’
Turn to the M-to-F approach, which is argued to be supported by intervening effects. All wh-




phrases are argued to be illegitimate under a sentence-initial modal, which is caused by the focus
item intervening between a Q-Operator (higher than FocusP) and the wh-variable, as in (7).
(7) *[Qop ... FocusOp [ ... XProcus ... wh...]]
0 X 0
However, we agree with Yip & Lee (2022) in that a wh-subject is actually possible to occur under
a root (deontic) modal, as in (8a), contrary to wh-object, as in (8b).
(8) a. Keyi shéir qu? cf. b. ¥*Keéyi Zhangsan qu ndlir?
may who go may Zhangsan go where
Lit. ‘It is allowed to be that who goes?” Int.: (‘It is allowed that Zhangsan goes where?”)
Therefore, M-to-F approach is outcompeted by the O-F approach, which, however, is still not
plausible due to the drawbacks we mentioned. Next, we will argue for a base generation approach.
ARGUMENTS: 1. A base-generation-based approach to modals is empirically superior to the two
movement-based analyses above; 2. The obligatory focus on the subject following a root modal,
as seen in the O-F movement approach, can be viewed as (one of) licensing methods of nominals.
ANALYSIS: We assume a three-layered distribution of Chinese modals, following (Tsai, 2010,
2015), as in (9). Both Spec, TP and Spec, vP are assumed to be subject positions, following
Diesing (1992). Combing the observations in (1-2) and assuming that all modals always stay at
the base-generated positions described in (9), we can see that outer subjects (following epistemic
modals) do not require to be focalized while inner subjects (following deontic modals) must be
focalized. Under the widely accepted assumptions that nominals require certain means of
licensing (e.g., Case in Chomsky, 1981), we assume that the subject in Chinese can only be
assigned the nominative Case at Spec, TP and hence get licensed, whereas a subject at Spec, VP,
which is Caseless, can be licensed by focalization. This echoes the analysis of Belletti (2001)
that focalization can be regarded as a way of nominal hcensmg in Romance languages.
(9) [Modp-£pi Modgp; {7e outer subj T [Modp-peo Modpeo £ inner subj v [modp-nyn Modpyn [ve]111]]
Clayer ! inflectional layer .' lexical layer

Moreover, given that in (6), an agent nominal introduced by you can stay at a position following
a deontic modal, where Case is inaccessible, an applicative head such as you can also be viewed
as a nominal licensor. Three ways to license a Chinese nominal are concluded in (10).
(10) a. Case licensing: [tp v/ Subjicase: Nom] [Modalpeonic [vp Subjicase: | ...

b. Focus licensing: [tp [Modalpeontic [vp v Subji+Focus] . ..

c. Demotion: [tp [Modalpeonsic [rp Appl [V Argument ...
ADVANTAGES 1: The base generation approach well captures the fact that dynamic modals cannot
occur sentence-initially, even when following a focalized subject, contrary to deontic modals, as
in (5). Given (9), there is no subject position under a dynamic modal, and hence a dynamic is
impossible to precede a subject. ADVANTAGES 2: Hu & Chen (2022), assuming a bi-clausal
analysis, argue that a subject in the complement of a root modal (a non-finite TP in their analysis)
obligatorily raises for abstract Case valuation, which constitutes an A-movement; by contrast, a
subject in the complement of an epistemic modal (a finite CP in their analysis) optionally raises
for topicalization, which is an instance of A'-movement, in (11).
(11) a. [tp Subji ...[v Modpeo [1p ti ...]]]  b. [Topp=cP Subj; ...[v ModEgpi [cp [tp ti ...]]]]

) A-Move | ) A’-Move |

In our mono-clausal analysis, the two types of subject raising can be derived based on (9). The
obligatory subject raising across root modals can be mapped onto a movement from Spec, vP to
Spec, TP. The argument that this movement is triggered by Case echoes our analysis that a subject
can only get a nominative Case at Spec, TP, instantiating an A-movement. The optional subject
raising across an epistemic modal is mapped onto a movement from Spec, TP to, presumably,
TopicP in the left periphery. In our analysis, the subject has been licensed at Spec, TP, and thus
can legitimately stay at Spec, TP. Therefore, this movement (TP to TopicP) is optional and is
only driven by topicalization, instantiating an A'-movement.




(12)[1opp subj [Modp-£pi ModEpi [P outer subj T [Modp-Deo MOdpeo [vp inner subj v ... ]]]]]
Topicalization (A’) | T Case valuation (A) |
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