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This article deals with lexico-grammatical means of expressing subjective modality. The authors 
represent a comparative analysis of grammatical meanings of a number of English modal verbs that 
express necessity and obligation.

There is no doubt that one of the trouble-
some topics in teaching English grammar 
and learning it is the category of modality. 
In fact, these difficulties are determined 
by the specific nature of modality and 
the heterogeneous means of expressing it  
[2, p.21-25]. In the article the authors high-
light the use peculiarities of some modern 
English modal verbs that serve to express 
necessity and obligation as the semantic 
constituents of the category of modality. 

International Encyclopedia of Linguis-

tics describes modality as a functional-se-
mantic category which expresses different 
types of relations between the utterance 
and reality as well as different types of 
subjective evaluation of the information 
contained in the utterance [7].

In grammar studies the category of 
modality is traditionally divided into two 
types: objective modality and subjective 
modality [4, p.139-140]. Modal verbs 
are considered to be lexico-grammati-
cal means to express subjective modality  
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[2, p.21-25]. They are used to show the 
speaker’s attitude to the action or state ex-
pressed by the infinitive that follows them. 
They show that the action expressed by the 
infinitive is considered by an individual 
as obligatory, necessary, advisable, proba-
ble, improbable, doubtful, certain, and etc  
[3, p.145].

In English there are several modal verbs 
which express necessity and obligation. 
They are must, have, be, need, should, 
ought. Although they may seem much 
alike, each of them shows up a different 
necessity and obligation. 

If we consult a dictionary we find out 
that necessity is a need for something, 
where need is a situation in which you 
want something very much [11, p. 491]. 
Obligation is a moral or legal duty to do 
something [11, p. 506]. 

“Necessity” and “obligation” to per-
form actions can have different roots, be 
brought about by different factors. And 
in the meaning of the modal verbs under 
study these roots and factors are coded and 
when a learner of English begins to de-
cipher that code they come to use modal 
verbs correctly and stop confusing them. 
Having analysed a number of grammar ref-
erence books it is possible now to present 
specificity of each modal verb under study. 

The modal verb must refers to the ob-
ligation with no freedom of choice from 
the speaker’s point of view [1, p. 60]. Ob-
ligation expressed by the modal verb must 
usually refers to the present or future:

1) You mustn’t tell this to anyone. It’s a 
secret [6]. – Ты не должен никому это 
говорить. Это секрет. 

If we analyze the example above, we 
can see that for the speaker there is no oth-
er choice but keep silent. 

2) Soldiers must obey orders [6]. – Сол-
даты должны подчиняться приказам. 

This example shows that the only way 
for soldiers to act properly is to obey orders. 

The modal verb have to shows the ob-
ligation and necessity which arises out of 

circumstances [1, p.76]:
3) I’ve got to  buy some new clothes. 

I’m starting a new job as a teacher and 
we  have to  wear formal clothes [7]. –  
Я вынужден купить новую одежду. 
Я начинаю, работать учителем и мы 
обязаны формально одеваться.

In the example the modal verb have 
to corresponds to the Russian word 
«вынужден». If we consult a diction-
ary we will find out that the Russian 
word «вынужден» means «вызванный 
какими–нибудь обстоятельствами, не по 
своей воле» [5]. And we can interpret sen-
tence (3) in the following way: «The fact 
that I›m starting the new job as a teacher 
makes me buy some new clothes».

Both have to and have got to express 
the same general idea. The difference lies 
in the fact that have got is mainly used 
when a specific occasion is meant:

4) You’ve got to  press very hard on 
the doorbell [7]. – Тебе нужно будет 
посильнее нажать на дверной звонок. 

In the example have got to refers to 
a single particular occasion at this very 
moment because this particular doorbell 
doesn’t work properly.

When the obligation, necessity comes 
from an arrangement or plan the modal 
verb be is used. It expresses an action as 
unavoidable because it has been discussed, 
agreed upon and become a part of the plan 
for the other people to follow: 

5) The  ceremony  is to take  place  in 
the  palace  grounds [12]. – Церемония 
пройдет на территории дворца.

The example tells us that it has been dis-
cussed and settled down to have the cere-
mony in the palace grounds. 

The modal verb need is difunctional: it 
can be a notional verb and a modal one. 

Need as a notional verb is mostly used 
in statements. It tells us that something is 
essentially important [11, p. 492]:

6) I need to have my hair cut [8]. – Мне 
нужно подстричь волосы. 

If we analyze example (6) we can see 
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that the speaker considers their hair too 
long and / or messy and that disturbs them 
and stops them from doing some activities. 
It is essential for the speaker to have a new 
haircut. 

Need as a modal verb is usually used in 
its negative form. It emphasizes the idea 
that although the action can be done, it is 
unnecessary: 

7) You needn’t take off your shoes [8]. – 
Тебе не нужно снимать башмаки. 

The example tells us that even if a per-
son takes off their shoes, it won’t matter. 
He will do it in vain. 

8) He needn’t have come [13]. – Зря он 
пришел. 

In example (8) need corresponds to the 
Russian word «зря». In the example we 
can see that the fact that the person came 
changed nothing. He came in vain. 

The modal verbs should and ought to 

are interchangeable [3, p. 154]. They quite 
often convey the idea of moral obligation, 
for absolutely natural reasons the speaker 
expects the listener to fulfill it and in most 
cases what the speaker says is a recom-
mendation, advice. Therefore, should and 
ought to express obligation weakened to 
the sense of advice [1, p. 92]: 

9) You should take the bus – it’s the eas-
iest  way to get there [9]. – Вам следует 
сесть на автобус – это самый легкий 
способ добраться туда.

10) You ought to be kinder to him [9]. – 
Вам следует быть к нему добрее. 

To sum up, it is important to emphasize 
that every modal verb is a specific code 
which needs decoding. Modal verbs ex-
pressing obligation and necessity are not 
always interchangeable. They are not syn-
onyms. Each of them conveys a particular 
aspect of necessity and obligation. 
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