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Abstract 

 
This contribution deals with double and triple modals in African-American 

Vernacular English. It aims at discovering the semantic and pragmatic 

similarities and differences of double and triple modals in AAVE and single 

modal in SEL. Through the method of structured document review and the 

lexical, structural semantic, pragmatic and enunciative positioning theories, 

some similarities and differences have been discovered. The semantic 

similarity is the expression of possibility and probability by the same modals 

like ‘might, may and could’ in AAVE and SEL. As for the pragmatic 

similarity, single modal and double ones serve to express politeness and 

softening statements. The semantic difference is that single modal expresses 

a straightforward type of modality whereas double modals add complex 

meanings. The pragmatic difference between them is that double modals 

cannot express the high degree of epistemic or deontic modalities.  

Key words: AAVE, contrasting, double modal, pragmatics, SEL, semantics, 

single modal.  

  

Résumé 

 
Cette contribution traite des doubles ou triples modaux dans l’anglais 

vernaculaire Afro-Américain and du mono-modal dans l’Anglais Standard. 

Elle a pour objectif de découvrir les similitudes and différences sémantiques 

and pragmatiques du double ou triple modal dans l’ AVAA et du mono-modal 

dans l’AS. À travers la méthode de revue structurée de documents et les 

théories de la sémantique structurale, lexicale, la pragmatique et le 

positionnement énonciatif, des ressemblances et différences ont été 

découvertes. La similitude sémantique est relative à l’expression de la 

probabilité et de la possibilité par les mêmes modaux. La similitude 

pragmatique est liée à l’expression de la politesse et déclarations atténuées. 

La différence sémantique est que le mono-modal exprime plus concretement 

un type de modalité contrairement au double ou triple modal. La différence 

pragmatique entre ces deux formes d’expressions modales est que le double 



Revue ASTR-GHANA 

127 

ou triple modal ne peut exprimer le haut dégrée des modalités épistémiques 

et déontiques.  

Mots clés: AVAA, AS, comparaison, double modal, mono-modal, 

pragmatique, sémantique.  

 

Introduction 

 

 African-American Vernacular English, shortened as 

AAVE, is among the numerous varieties of creoles in the United 

States of America. According to A. H. Abu-Melhim (2009), it is 

known by various names such as African-American English, 

Black English, Black Vernacular or Black Vernacular English. 

This creole originates from the trans-Atlantic African slave 

trade. In fact, during that trade, African captives, from diverse 

parts of Africa needed not only to communicate among 

themselves but also with their captors. AAVE shares many 

characteristics with Standard English Language. However, it 

possesses some characteristics which differ from Standard 

English. One of these different characteristics is the double 

modals like ‘might could’.  

According to I. Lebedeva and S. Orlova (2019), double 

modal is the combination or juxtaposition of two modals in the 

same sentence. They think that even if the double modals seem 

to be a distortion of grammar, their use exists. Trusting D. Zullo, 

S. Pfenninger and D. Schreier (2021), the term ‘double modals’ 

is alternatively called compound modals, serial modals, stacked 

modals or multiple modals. Indeed, multiple modals are the 

juxtaposition of three modals. Modals are auxiliary verbs which 

are used to convey the idea of ability, certainty, obligation and 

permission. They include words like will, would, must, can, 

could, may, might, should and ought to.  

 Scientific researches on double modals are not scarce 

although it is considered a grammatical distortion. D. Zullo, S. 

Pfenninger and D. Schreier (2021) mention the regions where 
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double modals are employed in daily language usage. As for A. 

H. Abu-Melhim (2009), he just shows that double modal is a 

socio-linguistic identity of Black Americans using AAVE. I. 

Lebedeva and S. Orlova (2019) underline the semantic and 

pragmatic aspects of double modals. Their analysis focuses on 

the meaning of the double modal ‘might could’ which is seen as 

more common. They also affirm that despite the fact that double 

modal is outside the scope of Standard English and is not taught 

in schools, it is a widespread phenomenon which non-native 

speakers of English might find confusing and should at least be 

aware of. For this reason, the topic of the paper is of a practical 

importance for modern English Language teaching and learning 

in developing reading and comprehension. The other reason is 

that AAVE is among the creole using much double modals.  

 The research under consideration is entitled “Contrasting 

the Use of Modals in Afro-American Vernacular English and 

Standard English Language”. The main question which derives 

from the work is: what are the semantic and pragmatic 

similarities and differences between single modal in Standard 

English and double and triple modals in African-American 

Vernacular English? Otherwise, what are the semantic and 

pragmatic nuances expressed by double or triple modals in 

AAVE compared to their single modal counterparts in Standard 

English? The objective of this research is to compare the use of 

double and triple modals in AAVE to the single modal in 

Standard English in order to discover semantic and pragmatic 

similarities and dissimilarities. The work includes three major 

parts. There is the theoretical framework which involves the 

semantic and pragmatic thoeries. There is also the method of 

data collection which is structured documents review. 

Descriptive and comparative analysis are employed for the 

analysis. The last part is ‘findings and discussions’.  
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1. Theoretical Framework  

 F. Kerlinger (1979) defines theory as a set of interrelated 

constructs, definitions and propositions that present a systematic 

view of phenomena by specifying relations among constructs, 

with the purpose of explaining phenomena the research aims at 

explaining. A theory, in a research, should appear as an 

argument or a discussion to help explain or predict phenomena. 

A theory explains why things take place, rather than just describe 

them. Semantics,  pragmatics and enunciative positioning are the 

theories employed in the research.  

M. Fartas (2023) states that semantics is the study of 

meaning in language. In the same line, R. Sankaravelayuthan 

(2018) affirms that semantics is the study of meanings. It 

encompasses a wide range of topics, from words meanings and 

sentences structures to the interpretation of texts and discourses. 

The work under consideration focuses on the words and 

sentences structures meanings. Otherwise, the research uses 

lexical and grammatical semantics. As for pragmatics, R. 

Sankaravelayuthan (2018) states it is the study of meanings in 

context. It deals with how the context can influence the semantic 

meaning. Enunciative positioning is from H. Adamczewski’s 

(1982) metaoperational grammar. It refers to speakers’ degree of 

commitment, their evaluation of necessity/possibility and their 

social stance toward the listener and the situation.   

 

2. Methods of Data Collection and Analysis  

 

  2.1. Method of Data Collection  

Document review is the method of data collection in this 

work. Document review consists in reading and analyzing 

existing primary and/or secondary sources of data which are 

pertinent and appropriate for the collection of the research data. 

According to P. N’da (2015), document review aims at 
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collecting the maximum of information that has a link with the 

research. Document review is a way of collecting data by 

reviewing or consulting existing documents. These documents 

may be of several kinds such as articles, universal books, 

thematic books, dissertations and political speeches. They can 

also be hard copy or electronic. In the case under study, the 

documents are electronic articles. Document review can be 

structured or non-structured. Structured document review makes 

use of formal structure in order to analyze documents to collect 

pertinent data. Therefore, structured document review is 

adequate for this research.   

 

 Secondary data are used in this work. Indeed, secondary 

data are those which have been already collected by other 

researchers and readily available from other sources. It is the 

case of the research under consideration which uses data from 

other researchers. It means that one’s primary data are 

potentially the secondary data of someone else. In other words, 

secondary data are those that are being reused or in simpler 

terms, they are second-hand data. What is important with these 

data is that they are more quickly obtainable than primary ones. 

According to R. Kumar (2011), all the data which are extracted 

from articles, journals, magazines, books and speeches are 

secondary data. For him, these data are already available and 

need only to be extracted. In concrete words, structured 

document review permits to read and analyze some previous 

articles to collect secondary data to conduct the work under 

study. 

 

   2.1.1. Data Collection  

The data are extracted from two articles. The first one is that 

of C. Thompson (2023). She compares the use of double modals 



Revue ASTR-GHANA 

131 

in AAVE1, GULLAH2 and BAHAMIAN3 creole. Only the data 

on AAVE are used for this research. The second article from 

which the data are extracted is that of D. Zullo, S. Pfenninger 

and D. Schreier (2021). The two articles which serve as the 

corpus extracted their data from other writers such as W. 

Wolfram and C. Donna (1976), K. Brown (1991) and W. 

Coleman (1975). However, all these authors are not mentioned 

because of the size an article should have. There are ten 

sentences collected. The first four sentences are from the article 

of C. Thompson (2023) and the others are extracted from that of 

D. Zullo, S. Pfenninger and D. Schreier (2021).  

 

1. I might could go to the store.  

2. I may could go to the store.  

3. She may can do that.  

4. She may could do that.  

5. I might could make up one, but I don’t know.   

6. Pearl can might cook supper.  

7. She used to could run the marathon.  

8. It’s a long way and he might will can’t come, but I’m 

gonna ask.  

9. He might used to could do it.  

10. I should might ought to have been listening to Johnny 

Cash instead of studying.  

 

    2.2. Data Analysis 

Descriptive and comparative methods are applied to 

analyze the data. Descriptive analysis permits to interpret the 

data. It calls for interpretative approach which permits the 

researcher to gain deeper understanding of the phenomena 

which are being interpreted. In the work under consideration, 

descriptive analysis focuses on the semantic meanings of modals 

                                                           
1 African-American Vernacular English.  
2 A creole spoken by Gullah people in the Southest of the United States of America.  
3 An English-based creole spoken by both Black and White Bahamians.  
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in Standard English and double modals in AAVE. Descriptive 

method describes the subject of the research without underlining 

obligatorily why it occurs in this or that way. As for the 

comparative analysis, it permits to identify the similarities and 

differences between the meanings of modals in SE4 and double 

modals in AAVE. The analysis of the meaning of double modals 

is based on the meanings that D. Zullo, S. Pfenninger and D. 

Schreier (2021) ascribe to them. The meaning of modals in SE 

is focused on the ideas of R. F. Palmer (2001) and J. Suhadi 

(2011). 

 

1. I might could go to the store. 

2. I may could go to the store. 

 

Examples 1 and 2 show event modality according to C. 

Thompson (2023). Event modality is the expression of 

possibility, necessity and ability. It means that epistemic and 

dynamic modalities are expressed in the two sentences. The 

modals ‘might’ and ‘may’ account for epistemic modality and 

‘could’ for dynamic one. In SE, that juxtaposition is a 

grammatical distortion whereas in AAVE, it is a common use. 

However, J. Rickford (1999) defends that double modal is not 

incorrect; it is a structured linguistic system. If one tries to 

translate the two sentences, there is no difference semantically 

as such. However, when the modals are taken separately, they 

have different meanings. The lack of clear semantic difference 

between single modal and double one, often underlines its 

uselessness.   

 M. Di Paolo (1989) witnesses the lack of clear semantic 

difference between single modal and double one. In fact, he 

affirms that in some cases, double modals should be thought of 

                                                           
4 Standard English.  
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as an idiomatic, single lexical item, where both modals appear 

to be tense-matched like in ‘may can, and might could’ rather 

than tense-mixed. Otherwise, in the view of M. Di Paolo (1989), 

in sentence 1, ‘might and could’ should be considered one word, 

but in sentence 2, ‘may and might’ should be taken separately as 

two modals. The idea of M. Di Paolo is criticized by D. Hasty 

(2012). He argues that if the two components were a single 

lexical item, they would resist separation, but such sentence as 

‘he might probably could help you’ where the double modals are 

split by an adverb means that they function independently.  

 

3. She may can do that. 

4. She may could do that. 

 

According to S. Nagle (2003), double modals are 

arranged in tiers and the first-tier modals which are generally the 

modals like ‘might, may and must’ convey speaker-oriented 

epistemic modality. As a result, in ‘She may can do that’ and 

‘She may could do that’, the modal ‘may’ denotes the speaker’s 

low degree of certainty about the person’s ability to do a given 

action. As for the second-tier modals, they are more open class 

and include modals such as ‘can, could, should, will, and would’ 

and convey dynamic or deontic modality. In contrast, for W. 

Wolfram and C. Donna (1976), the first-tier is not always 

epistemic. Consequently, it can be dynamic or deontic. F. R. 

Palmer (2001) classifies modalities into epistemic, deontic and 

dynamic. If that classification is taken into account, it makes 

sense to use double modals like in AAVE. However, C. 

Bernstein (2003) severely criticizes the use of double modals. 

Indeed, he argues that a sentence like ‘She may can do that’ 

sounds wrong because it has only epistemic value. Therefore, it 

lacks the dynamic function.  

The criticism against double modal did not prevent D. 

Bigham (2000) from being in favor of it. Being in favor of the 
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use of double modals, D. Bigham (2000) diffrentiates between 

three major semantic types of double modals. He thinks that the 

first domain where double modal meaning occurs is uncertainty. 

D. Bigham (2000, p. 6) states that “if a speaker is unsure of the 

certainty of a statement, of the probability/possibility of an 

action but does not wish to seem simplistic and curt by simply 

stating that the speaker doesn’t know, a double modal can be 

used”.  Sentence 5 illustrates that meaning of double modal: ‘I 

might could make up one, but I don’t know’. This also refers to 

the enunciative positioning from metaoperational grammar. 

The second double meaning is that of reducing force. 

Indeed, “when a speaker wishes to express reluctance to a 

request or wishes to make a critique without sounding harsh, 

overstepping personal boundaries or seeming unyielding”, 

double modal can be used according to D. Bigham (2000, p. 6).  

M. Di Paolo (1989) states that sales assistants would normally 

make use of double modal when they want to offer suggestions 

to customers. It means that the use of double modal is a mark of 

politeness in conversation according to C. Bernstein (2003). It is 

employed to avoid threatening listeners by the possible lack of 

agreement from the part of speakers.  

The third semantic type is that of remote past. Sentence 

7 ‘She used to could run  the marathon’ illustrates that remote 

past. The semi-modal ‘used to’ conveys an extra dimension of 

remoteness to past events. It expresses the past ability of ‘she’ 

meaning that ‘she’ is no longer able to run. Trusting C. 

Mashburn  (1989), ‘used to could’ expresses root modality.  

According to C. Bernstein (2003), using double modal is to be 

more polite in conversation. Certainly, the speaker did not want 

to threaten ‘she’ by pointing out her current lack of ability. C. 

Bernstein’s (2003) idea marks a slight semantic difference 

between single modal and double one. Indeed, the use of single 

modal like ‘may and  could’ is the mark of politeness. But, the 

use of double modal is to be more polite.  
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                     6. Pearl can might cook supper. 

                                          8. It’s a long way and he might will 

can’t come, but I’m gonna ask. 

 

 Sentence 6 obeys one of the orders in which the first-tier 

and second-tier of double modals should be according to D. 

Zullo, S. Pfenninger and D. Schreier (2021). This order is root 

modality plus epistemic one. In fact, in sentence 6, the first-tier 

modal ‘can’ expresses dynamic modality and the second-tier 

modal ‘might’ conveys epistemic aspect. In 6, the speaker 

expresses the ability of Pearl to cook a supper. However, he tells 

the potential listeners that he is uncertain of that ability of Pearl 

to cook a supper. In the same vein, I. Lebedeva and S. Orlova 

(2019) argue that epistemic uncertainty is epistemic possibility 

of less than 50% of certainty. Otherwise, the speaker of sentence 

6 is uncertain that Pearl can cook a supper. 

  C. Bernstein (2003) states that with double modal, there 

is lack of meaning of some modality like epistemic. However, 

M. Mishoe and M. Montgomery (19941) surprise him with the 

discovery of triple modal in AAVE like in 8. Sentence 8 follows 

the order of epistemic plus epistemic plus root modality of D. 

Zullo, S. Pfenninger and D. Schreier (2021). The first-tier modal 

‘might’ expresses epistemic uncertainty, the second-tier one 

‘will’ conveys a futuristic aspect and the third-tier modal ‘can’t’ 

means dynamic inability. Sentence 8 conveys the uncertainty of 

the speaker on a future inability. Such an idea cannot be 

expressed with single modal without the help of other lexical 

items.  

 

                  9. He might used to could do it. 

               10. I should might ought to have been listening to 

Johnny Cash instead of studying. 
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 D. Zullo, S. Pfenninger and D. Schreier (2021) argue that 

although double modal is considered a grammatical distortion, it 

should be taken into account in researches. It means that double 

modal is not accepted in Standard English. And if double modal 

is already ungrammatical, triple modal is worse. Sentence 9 

makes the situation worse. Indeed, in Standard English, a modal 

is neither preceded by the preposition ‘to’ nor followed by it. 

But, in 9, the modal ‘could’ is preceded by ‘to’. However, 

despite the discrepancy between AAVE and SE about the use of 

single modal and double one, they  agree on one aspect. This 

aspect is the fact that modals, single or double and even triple, 

are always followed by ordinary verbs like ‘do and have’ so as 

to be meaningful. 

 Sentence 9 contains a weak epistemic certainty with the 

first-tier modal ‘might’, a remoteness with the use of the second-

tier semi-modal ‘used to’ and a dynamic ability conveyed by the 

third-tier modal ‘could’. ‘Used to’ refers to the past ability of 

‘he’ to perform an action that he can no longer do certainly 

because of his age. J. Suhadi (2011) postulates that ‘should and 

ought to’ express epistemic probability. In fact, epistemic 

probability conveys the median degree of confidence. As for 

‘might’, it conveys epistemic uncertainty. That is, in sentence 

10, epistemic modality is expressed three times. In such a case 

of the juxtaposition of the modals conveying the same type of 

modality, single modal seems to be better. However, sentence 

10 can be analyzed stating that the speaker is regretful of 

studying. It seems that he failed after spending much time 

studying. In other words, the speaker wanted to emphasize on 

the missed action.   

 

3. Findings and Discussions 

 

 The findings are linked to the research question which 

leads the research. Some semantic and pragmatic similarities 
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and differences are discovered in AAVE and SEL concerning 

the use of modals. The major semantic similarity is that single 

or double modals encode the meaning of certainty, possibility, 

ability and probability. In the same lines, W. Labov (1966) states 

that AAVE and SEL share core modal meanings including 

epistemic possibility and probability. Moreover, L. Green 

(2002) argues that AAVE and SEL share the same modal system 

through which speakers express necessity, possibility and 

probability. The other similar aspect is that they are always 

followed by other ordinary verbs so as to be meaningful.  

One of the semantic differences is structural. Indeed, in 

Standard English Language, one modal is used whereas in 

AAVE, two or even three modals are implemented. J. Rickford 

(1999) notes that the difference between the use of modals in 

AAVE and SEL lies in modal patterns. Besides, the use of 

double or triple modals reflects a unique linguistic structure 

which challenges traditional grammar in SEL. These 

challenging structures function within AAVE communities and 

convey subtle nuances of meanings and intentions. The meaning 

of double or triple modals can enrich the communicative 

landscape of modals. They permit speakers to navigate complex 

and implicit social and situational contexts by showing a high 

level of linguistic creativity and adaptability.   

The use of double modal can solve a problem in English 

for French speakers. In fact, how can a sentence like ‘je pourrai 

le faire’ be translated faithfully? Using single modal, the 

sentence is ‘I can do it’ or ‘I will do it’. In these sentences with 

single modal, the first one ‘I can do it’ translates the dynamic 

apsect, but the futuristic or epistemic aspect is missing. As for 

the second one ‘I will do it’, the futuristic or epistemic aspect is 

perceived whereas the dynamic one is missing. In such a 

situation, a double modal use is better. In doing so, the sentence 

should be ‘I will can do it’. In that sentence with double modal, 

the sentence is faithfully translated. Therefore, double or triple 
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modals should not severely seen as a grammatical distortion, but 

as a linguistic creativity which needs deeper researches.   

 

Conclusion 

 

 This research aims at comparing the use of double and 

triple modals in AAVE to the single modal in Standard English 

in order to discover semantic and pragmatic similarities and 

dissimilarities. To succeed in reaching that goal, the 

interrogation which leads the work is: what are the semantic and 

pragmatic similarities and differences between single modal in 

Standard English and double and triple modals in African-

American Vernacular English? The semantic similarity is the 

expression of possibilty and probibility by the same modals like 

‘might, may and could’ in AAVE and SEL. As for the pragmatic 

similarity, single modal and double one serve to express 

politeness and softening statements. Along with these 

similarities, there are some differences.  

The first semantic difference is structural with the use of 

one modal in SEL and two or three modals in AAVE. Another 

semantic difference is that single modal expresses a 

straightforward type of modality whereas double modals add 

complex meanings. A pragmatic difference between them is that 

double modals cannot express the high degree of epistemic or  

deontic modalities. Indeed, the modals ‘will and must’ which are 

used to convey high degree of modality are always watered 

down by other modals like ‘might, could and may’. Another 

pragmatic difference is that double modals add an additional 

layer of meaning.  
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