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Introduction 

The linguistic enigma of expression has been up for debate since the days of Aristotle. Long 

have the discussions been on whether language is imprinted in our minds or is founded in our 

minds. Philosophers who argue for the latter say that the human mind gives meaning to and in 

the end creates language. Other focus on language’s own forming potential; language is 

something given to us and our minds become primarily receptive in this take. Alternatively 

the developed philosophies of Husserl, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty have their place in the 

middle of these binary positions. These philosophers aimed to explore perception; a field 

within which exclusive outlines of, in this case, subject/object relations become redundant. In 

the phenomenological tradition, there are distinct approaches to interpret language and its use. 

These are ways which bring about new perspectives to the science of language, linguistics. 

Linguistic mood is a grammatical term as well as a morphological category of the verb. 

Linguistically it is also a historically difficult term to handle. In this essay I aim to cast new 

light upon and interpret the notion mood in a new manner. Due to the often philosophical 

implications it is problematic to find a definition or a common understanding of the concept. 

Practically it presents the subject with a certain outlook, an outlook that linguistically denotes 

the subject as giving a neutral proposition/an ideal proposition, as being either passive/active, 

as stating/wishing something, etc. There is however – this may be said to be the consensus 

among researchers – limits to what extent a cementing, categorical method can be applied, 

something that is traditionally used by linguists. Along the essay these shortcomings will be 

indicated. The argument of the essay is that the traditional approach to the notion mood is 

done in ways that omit fundamental aspects of it, as well as puts it into a framework that tries 

to explain it in ways through which it cannot fully be explained. Thus the thesis is that there is 

more to the notion than what meets the eye. The idea is to find this through the 

phenomenologists. 

Alongside a linguistic use, the word mood [Modus/mode] is also being used in philosophy, 

most notably within a phenomenological discourse. Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger and 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty all use the word. Though there are no direct parallels between their 

respective uses, or between the consensuses among linguists, one aim of the essay is to use 

these philosophers to depict the philosophical sides of our linguistic term. Conversely there is 

a need for concretion in the phenomenological discussion regarding language, whose authors 

often write abstractly on the topic, neglecting to study it at a micro level, which the linguists 
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principally do. By going through a close-reading of the term, another aim of this essay is to 

argue for the proximity between the linguistic and the phenomenological adaption of mood 

and show how they are ontologically related; the objective is to suggest that there is more 

common ground between them than the mere (English) name. By concentrating on this term I 

want to further examine in what way a phenomenological understanding of language can 

challenge an overly narrow, one-dimensional understanding, which I see as a fault shared by 

the linguists. Yet, since the mentioned philosophers aren’t explicitly talking about mood in a 

reflective way, my arguments and analysis will be done with the researchers acting as 

inspirational background; thus it will not be done in their name. This aims to show the 

independent reading I am doing of the topic and it helps us to avoid limits the philosophers 

and linguists are giving us. In the center we thus have the interdisciplinary concept mood, 

which we approach with the help of eligible disciplines, with which we are able to think 

separately and freely. 

Our phenomenological lead idea is this: language implies – in regards to mood, there are 

direct non-linguistic notions insinuated by language itself. Philosophy of language deals 

profoundly with references. Thus, the overall questions of this essay relate to this: What is the 

ontological status of (grammatical) mood? How are we able to further the linguistic discourse 

of mood and modality? What does the term “grammatical mood” refer to? What does it 

depend upon? Which premises make the use of grammatical mood reliable? The questions put 

into focus a cross-over between a linguistic and a phenomenological framework. Thus 

comparisons and relevance between a linguistic discursive conception of mood/modality and 

a phenomenological will be made continuously. As complement, my own arguments and 

thesis will be made within each section. This procedure also helps us to keep the overall 

questions of the essay in focus. Included in the chapters are also my own translations of 

relevant quotes. 

The essay has two parts. In part one I go through the traditional linguistic discourse regarding 

mood, highlighting its signification, forms, meaning and discursive limits. In between each 

section and at the end of the chapter we illuminate deeper implied questions regarding the 

notion. By doing so we are preparing for the next part. The second part consists of a 

phenomenological adaption of this traditional linguistic take on mood, and how this ought to 

be understood. By this point we have picked out aspects of our term and here we try to give 

these a relevant corresponding idea in the phenomenological discourse. Three main concepts 

will be introduced and compared. To help us understand the widened phenomenological 
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conception of language I chronologically introduce the different influential philosophers. 

Husserl will be used to give phenomenological and linguistic framework; by introducing him 

we are adding a necessary history to an otherwise difficult philosophical region.  Heidegger 

will be emphasized as the main theorist. Finally Merleau-Ponty will be used to radicalize and 

bridge Heidegger’s notions with our linguistic ones. At the end of the essay, in its new light, 

mood is seen as having its core in ontology. This is linguistic mood par excellence; it’s shown 

in all its multiplicity. What follows will be a profounder understanding of language, an above 

all widened linguistic view. 

1. Linguistic mood 

1.1. Mood 

1.1.1. Commence: setting up the problem 
In this chapter we ask about the traditional linguistic discourse regarding mood: how is it 

conventionally understood? What are its forms and signifiers? What is its role in text and 

grammar respectively? To be able to make a phenomenological reading of the term we start 

within this outline. It is important since it shows the possible answers coming from the 

science of language itself. We use this shortcoming to develop a critique and philosophical 

questions about the notion. The close-reading of the terms helps us to avoid an overall 

shallow understanding of the topic. What is missing in the phenomenological perspective is 

writing about language from a micro viewpoint; for this claim to have any meaning we need 

to start from the bottom and not from the top. 

Ever since Georg Henrik von Wrights study of the phenomenon in the 60s, many linguistic 

researches have turned their eyes to the notion mood (Palmer 2001, 1). Its wide reference 

frame gives language and the language user a way to refer to propositional status, to a certain 

view of the event. Etymologically, mood comes from Latin’s modus, meaning “to measure”, 

“extent”, “quantity”; but also “rhythm”, “song”, “manner” and “style”. Adopted into grammar 

it’s often defined as the category through which modality is shown (Duden 2016). Mood is the 

referred category, the framework of outlooks, with modality being displayed through it, 

thereby giving the clause a modal character: I shall/will/won’t/ought to go to the store. 

Etymologically modality displays this relationship, since it’s defined as “pertaining to the 
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modes [moods]” (Hoad 1986).
1
 This affiliation is intertwined and reciprocal; where and how 

does this show in language? 

Mood, also called morphological mood, is a linguistic category that affects the verb and that is 

similar to tense and aspect. Like tense and aspect it has two sides: it signifies an abstract 

referential object (mood) as well as the (grammatical) modal markers. Tense refers to time; 

modality refers to mood (Palmer 1990, 4). This immidiate relationship is not however 

effortlessly established. The linguist professor Frank R. Palmer displays the conventional take 

on mood by showing how it is to be understood within the same system as tense, person, 

number, gender, etc.; in the end it is a formal part of our grammar. With this view he encloses 

linguistic mood as solely a field for linguists: we are to sediment it and categorize it through a 

linguistic framework; we are to explain it through our own methods. This is the common and 

general outlook. 

”Modality is concerned with the status of the proposition that describes the event (Palmer 

2001, 1).” Modality puts into focus through or from which point of view the event took place. 

It is interested in status. It also deals with subjectivity, with how the subject acts in the event. 

Furthermore it deals with under which circumstances the subject acts in the event. In text this 

is uttered as intersubjectivity: the circumstances under which the subject of a clause is acting 

affects or is affected by the object (the other person) in the event. In terms of agency – here 

the capacity to act as well as to have the possibility of this capacity – modality indicates who 

is agentive in the event, it indicates who possesses agency. Traditionally we have the speaker-

subject, the presupposed utterer of the clause, and the subject, the main person of the clause: 

you must go and pick up the car/she might go and pick up the car. However, due to linguistic 

use, these agentive roles are not always easy to outline, as in: John may go to the party (Leiss, 

Abraham 2014, 19). Linguistic difficulties are frequently present, since in English – or hardly 

in any other European language – modality is not marked by the verb, like tense and aspect. 

The linguist Jan Nuyts and Rolf Thieroff argue that mood and modality are too internal to be 

included as a formal grammatical category. The modality shown in the following cannot 

(easily) be indexed in the same manner as gender, number, etc., due to its contextually bound 

                                                           
1
 Here we need to separate the etymological and grammatical understanding of mood and modality. What’s 

described is merely the derivation of the terms. Modality is historically linked to mood and is understood as its 
related, expressive side. However, as we shall see further on, modality can grammatically be indicated without 
having its correspondence in any specific grammatical mood, the grammatical moods aren’t referring mood but 
modality, etc. 
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content: we must finish the job today; she might be going home tomorrow, etc. Modality is a 

“notional category”; it belongs to the internal parts of an event (Rothstein, Thieroff 2010, 2). 

Mood and modality cannot be compared to tense and aspect; they are a part of “a higher 

category [sic] (Portner 2009, 4).” With conviction the three loosen it from its domesticized 

structure, linguistics, and in doing so indicate that it is a complex term. Nuyts and Thieroff 

must be seen as progressive in their arguments regarding mood, since they suggest that mood 

is an untold, immeasurable part of language. Portner’s mood reference is however confusing: 

what is this “higher hierarchy” supposed to be? Although they aren’t going further, their 

respective views challenge the traditional take on the notion, which here is represented by 

Palmer. 

Finally I want to indicate the essay’s direction: ”Mood categories express modalities such as 

orders, wishes, (non-)facticity, (non-)reality and the like (Rothstein, Thieroff 2010, 2).” In the 

present work we will not understand this quote as merely applying to a linguistic dimension. 

To depict manners in which the world is presented involves notions of how the world itself is. 

In the end we will see the grammatical moods as ways the world is seen through and 

ultimately ways of how the world presents itself; we are to follow through our three 

dimensional phenomenological analysis of both depth and background. In the following 

section we further the philosophical argument through the linguistic arguments. We are 

examining a term which is denoting world view. To outline modality is to enter different 

conditions or shapes – it is to enter a certain mood – which sometimes can be traced back 

linguistically, and sometimes not (Palmer 2001, 3). 

1.1.2. Different moods and realis/irrealis 

Man kann die gesamte Sprachwissenschaft als Suche nach den in der Sprache vermuteten 

Strukturen auffassen [One may understand the whole of linguistics as a search for the assumed 

structures in language] (Ernst 2011, 13). 

In this section I outline the traditional grammatical mood categories. By outlining them we 

take note of their referential incoherency and their philosophical implications and bring them 

with us for further development. Questions for the section are: how is mood categorized? 

What are its categories and how are they to be understood? What are their common 

components, what is its common locus? 
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In linguistics there are categorical, binary distinctions which help the researchers to index the 

grammatical moods. The realis/irrealis distinction is the widely accepted approach in this 

understanding; it is a cross-linguistic category (Palmer 2001, 149). Traditionally the 

utterances within the realis mood category lay claim to certainty and possibility; the utterance 

is seen as something realized or realizable. Diametrically opposed to this we find its counter-

part irrealis, which signifies wish, ideality or uncertainty; the utterance is seen as something 

unrealized or unrealizable.
2
 

Even though we have the realis/irrealis distinction, language practice is not always following 

the distinction’s indicated content. Many languages differentiate the referred mood in 

hearsays or folklore, or in stories of direct witnesses or common sense (Palmer 2001, 42). 

Passed events are almost always referred to in realis; however there are languages where past 

events are seen as less “real” than contemporary events and therefore they are signified with 

irrealis (Palmer 2001, 168). Irrealis on the other hand is not always being used to refer to 

ideality/unreality. In some languages it is being used as a question marker, thereby signifying 

the uncertainty of our everyday “real” life (Palmer 2001, 172). Consequently the accepted 

notion is that there cannot be drawn a precise line between the factual content within the realis 

and the ideal content within the irrealis category. The distinction has nothing to do with 

facticity/non-facticity, nor with truth/falsehood. It only displays a presence with no definitive 

content. 

There exists an in-depth problem when it comes to the use of language vis-à-vis the 

understanding of language. The use of language is supposedly unrestricted, we may use it 

creatively, but theories of language have to follow and be able to explain the always 

preceding use of language. This is limiting since it has to work in the posterior shadow of 

linguistic practice. It cannot anticipate or beforehand theorize about the notion mood – what is 

shown of it is all there is to it: 

Das Einzige, was Linguisten tun können, ist, tatsächlich gemachte Äußerungen zu analysieren 

[The only thing that linguists can do is to analyze actually made utterances] (Ernst 2011, 122).  

                                                           
2
 Before the present distinction other classifications were made to point out this diametrical relationship. 

Declarative/non-declarative acted as dichotomies, but failed to imply the ideality which is to be found within 
the realis mood category; it indicated that the mood categories which denote common relationships have to be 
confirmed in order to be found realistic. The same goes for the distinction factual/non-factual, which also is an 
older division of mood categories. Facticity isn’t necessarily all that is to be found within realis. Facticity fails to 
comprehend the very real ideality or wishful indications that are uttered through the mood categories of realis. 
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Conversely this articulates our perspective: as this essay’s readers we are interested in 

precisely that which is not said but indicated through the vast possible outlooks that the 

grammatical moods stipulate, i.e. the locus of grammatical mood. 

* 

The grammatical moods are linguistic categories through which the verbs may be conjugated 

to express modality. Thereby these categories show how the relationship between mood and 

modality is engaged: they (always) refer us to moods (realis/irrealis), but they (may) express 

modality. With the last section in mind, the grammatical mood that normally signifies 

facticity or reality is the indicative. The grammatical mood that is reserved for irrealis is the 

subjunctive. Following this, we see that the majority of Europe’s 36 most spoken languages 

have at least two grammatical moods above the basic indicative (Rothstein, Thieroff 2010, 

18), one being the subjunctive and the other being the imperative.
3
 Here we outline all three 

of them. 

Subjunctive means subordinated. This directly refers to the subordinating function subjunctive 

has in many languages: it is regulated by other parts in the clause (in German, Spanish and 

French, for example); it is regulated by the context (there is no coincidence that we use 

subjunctive as a polite form in different circumstances); it is regulated by the main clause 

(more specifically by the verb of the main clause). In practice the placement and situation has 

an effect on the choice of mood. Often when a statement in indicative is uttered in the main 

clause, the subordinated clause takes indicative: Before I went to the store I went to the 

bakery; my new bike sure looks good after I cleaned it, etc. When a modeled statement is 

made in the main clause (through for example a modal verb), the subordinated clause takes 

subjunctive (see for example the Romance languages).
4
 However, there is no one-to-one 

relationship within this scheme: in most languages indicative utterances can be made in the 

main clause, which forces the subordinate clause to take subjunctive; modeled utterances in 

the main clause can be made without the subordinating clause having to take subjunctive, etc.  

                                                           
3
 As a fourth grammatical mood we also have the optative, which is hardly used now days; it belongs to older 

language use. The use of the optative has been overtaken by the subjunctive, which more and more has come 
to dominate the mood category of unreal approach in utterances. However, its use has declined during the last 
hundred years, to the advantage of the other modal markers. In the end, this trend is common for all of the 36 
studied languages in Europe. 
4
 I will be using the term “modeled” as relating to mood. A modeled statement is a clause that is indicating 

modality. Thus a modeled statement is for example a statement that is using a grammatical modal marker.  
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Grammatical mood, particularly the subjunctive, has in many languages a direct emotional 

function, which shows a psychological and sensorial content of the term. It’ is being used to 

indicate fear, need, doubt, desires and future wishes; it indicates a personal influence 

regarding what is being said: María duda que sea (conj.) buena idea [Maria doubts that it is a 

good idea]; le alegra que sepas (conj.) la verdad [he is glad that you know the truth] (Palmer 

2001, 112). In addition to being subordinated by the main clause and to being a personal, 

emotional indication within the utterance, it is also being used to report what (one thought) 

happened (in German for example) (Palmer 2001, 113). This is done to indicate a personal 

touch or interpretation of the reported event. You show through the use of mood category that 

there is a certain distant unreal factor to what you are saying, despite the fact that it is an 

actual, factual report you are giving. This is also true in the use of negation. Interestingly 

enough, negations must not necessarily be seen as being in a direct reversed relationship to 

the affirmative utterance in indicative – although it is most likely seen as exactly that. By 

negating a clause, you express uncertainty, i.e. subjectivity. Therefore negations may, 

illogically, regulate subjunctive: verbs that normally don’t take subjunctive are written in 

subjunctive when they are negated (see French for example: je pense qu’il viendra/je ne pense 

pas qu’il vienne (conj.) [I think he will come/I don’t think he will come]). Thus a negated 

clause is not being seen as truthful or as objective as a confirming clause (Palmer 2001, 117).
5
 

We conclude: the subjunctive practically signifies a wide range of indications that cannot 

(just) be seen as ideal, non-factual, unreal, etc. In this sense it differs from its technical 

definition. With regards to the ontological status of what the subjunctive refers to we 

emphasize its interchange between ideality and facticity. In our understanding, the subjunctive 

indicates notions which I claim come together under the view of what is possible, i.e. the 

common component between the factual and ideal. The subjunctive (always) signifies 

possibility; condensed this is its most coherent linguistic definition. We also want to bring 

with us subjunctive’s expression of a psychological practice and of a sensorial experience, in 

which it is being used as an extension of our mental moods. We here begin to see an 

interdisciplinary understanding of the term mood: mood as sensory manner and attitude, mood 

                                                           
5
 The most common use of subjunctive is its conditional use. In many languages, the conditional mood has 

merged with subjunctive and is regarded as an aspect of it. In a conditional sentence, the subordinated if-
clause contains a verb in indicative; the main clause contains a subjunctive verb, which indicates ideality: si tu 
étais ici, je serais heureux [if you were here, I would be happy]. Naturally, there is a multitude of discussions 
regarding conditional clauses. One most appealing is referred to by Kai von Fintel, who says that the if-clause 
may be seen as a restriction of an ideal, parallel world expressed through the main clause (Fintel 2006, 12).  
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as a linguistic form but also as something which presents human consciousness of, for us, 

essential concepts. 

If the subjunctive can be said to be traditionally linked with negative assertions, the indicative 

is the mood for affirmative assertions (Palmer 2001, 3). An indicative clause gives the reader 

the impression that what happens is factual, or in other words, that the clause presents its 

content in a factual manner.
6
 It’s the most common mood and one which describes the world 

as neutral; it is even said to be the foundational mood. Apart from indicative there are 

however other moods that are to be found within the category of realis. Arabic and various 

Semitic languages use energetic mood to put forth a strong assertion, with indicative being too 

weak to acknowledge the factual or personal conviction in the statement; reality may be 

presented more or less emphatically. This possibility of subjective factual presentations 

creates problem for indicative and its place in the division of realis/irrealis (Palmer 2001, 5), 

for how do we decentralize from our own personal opinion in our uttered, indicative clauses? 

How can we see indicative as a (mere) neutral proposition when its use is so diverse? How 

can a position be neutral when it is put into a diverse field? 

Der einzige Weg, der den Linguisten offen steht, ist die Untersuchung fertiger Sprachäußerungen, 

also bereits gebildeter Sätze. Wir sprechen von einem Blackbox-Effekt: Die  abstrakten 

grammatischen Regeln sind unsichtbar, gleichsam in einer black box (uneinsehbaren Kiste) 

verborgen, und wir können nur die Resultate daraus beobachten und beschreiben [The only way 

open for the linguists is the study of made linguistic utterances, i.e. already formed clauses. We are 

speaking about a black box effect: the abstract grammatical rules are invisible, so to say concealed 

in a black box (content unobservable box), and we can only study and describe the results from it] 

(Ernst 2011, 56). 

In light of this we may say: the grammatical moods are primarily to be understood as labels, 

with no self-evident denoting function of their own; they only indicate a presence of linguistic 

mood, and the category’s content is manifold. In correspondence with the realis/irrealis 

distinction failing to signify the language use, we find the same problem here: the use of 

subjunctive has little to do with its technical definition; the same goes for indicative. The use 

of grammatical mood is less restricted than how it is being understood. There are no 

consistent markers for clear-cut division between reality/ideality and facticity/fantasy. We 

thus find it unproductive to try to understand the linguistic notion through these examples of 

                                                           
6
 A (perhaps outdated) role of the indicative within analytical philosophy shows its quintessential content: the 

proposition (in indicative) implies a presumption which, if fulfilled, makes the proposition true – we rely on the 
indicative to be able to portray stripped down, verified facts. 
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its use. As conclusive proposition we add the indicative to the subjunctive and say: the 

grammatical moods come together under the notion of what is possible, something we see as 

their common denominator and their undebatable expression. The grammatical moods show 

possible outlooks, of which facticity, neutrality, ideality, unreality, etc. are posterior 

associations. Through linguistics own understanding we say: the categories 

indicative/subjunctive and the realis/irrealis distinction are channels for mood’s numerous 

expressions; they are attempts to categorize mood’s display; they don’t show closer 

indications of (linguistic) mood’s full spectrum. As phenomenologists we are interested in the 

ontological perspective of mood, of that which constitutes mood as mood. We are interested 

in its third dimension. 

* 

Apart from indicative and subjunctive we have the grammatical mood imperative. The 

imperative is normally seen as an exhortation, but it can also be used permissive, as in: come 

in!, as well as informative: don’t worry about it!. It often implies a necessity or a possibility 

(come in! can both mean you must come in and you may come in) but these are often given by 

the context and not by the mood category (Palmer 2001, 80). Furthermore the imperative’s 

target is always the subject of the clause, with the speaker-person acting as enforcing agent. 

This relationship may seem foundational and obvious, but problems arise when we ask about 

reference: what arouses the exhortation? What gives authority to the imperative action? What 

makes us see the imperative as an order, i.e. what gives it credibility?   

I want to deepen the common understanding of the imperative. I want to see the imperative as 

more than just an internal, grammatical and morphological category of the verb. I seek to 

explore it together with its social and practical implications. In order to do that we need to 

look into Pragmatics, a foremost sociological study of language, within which imperative 

propositions are closely connected with language acts. The intention is to develop an 

argument to see the imperative mainly as a performative mood, unlike the other mood 

categories which are more descriptive. We further this argument through the theories of John 

Langshaw Austin in order to phenomenologically expand on them in the second part of this 

essay.
7
 

                                                           
7 Additionally: because of its directness and form, as well as its necessity to restructure the verb within the 
clause, the imperative has been compared to interrogation (Rothstein, Thieroff 2010, 6). We may point out 
similarities in use and procedure: the imperative requires a certain pronunciation, as do an interrogative 
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J.L. Austin developed an approach to language emphasizing its pragmatic implications. He 

radically challenged the idea that language is a mere report or a description of what took 

place. He introduced the concept of performative sentences, with which we act with language. 

Examples would be: I name this ship Queen Elisabeth; I bet you sixpence that it will rain 

tomorrow, etc. He notes that in these cases it is the language acts themselves that are the 

events; without them the events of naming or betting would not take place (Austin et al. 1976, 

6). With this performative side of language in mind he divides utterances into two categories: 

performative and declarative. Though he came to be criticized, and eventually he abandoned 

this distinction, this attitude will help us to classify the imperative. Unlike the subjunctive and 

the indicative that are traditionally seen as declaratives, as reports of present/past and of 

factual/ideal events, we see the imperative as a direct action through language: the imperative 

is essentially a pragmatic use of language, it is a performative.
8
 

To exhort someone, to permit someone or to inform someone is in Austin’s sense to act with 

or through language. Although the utterance itself is not the action, the action would not take 

place without it. And although normal assertions written in for example indicative may be 

seen as performative, as an action (you undertake and incite the truth of the proposition by 

saying it), we see the imperative as different. The main difference is the authority of the 

exhortation in the imperative. By stating an assertion of validity your statement depends on 

the fact you are referring to. By the imperative we may say that there is no such demand, 

since this grammatical mood is mainly about enforcing its own proposition rather than 

informing about it. In this sense the imperative is beyond law and reason; in the first hand it 

doesn’t need an objective factual reference.
9
 

From Austin we learn that the imperative is not a mere linguistic category of the verb. We 

imply exhortations, permissions, instructions, etc. in our everyday (polite) use of language: 

the doors are closing (watch out for the doors!); it is late, and school starts tomorrow (go to 

bed!); oh, you don’t look so well (go see a doctor!); we thereby use it in an imperative 

manner. We often have such a good social understanding of language that we don’t need the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
clause; the imperative requires rearranging of the clause, as do an interrogative clause; unlike the other mood 
categories but alike interrogation the imperative can’t express tense (it only expresses immediacy): the 
interrogative and imperative clauses are only interested in what is happening now. This closeness defines the 
imperative as different from the other two presented mood categories.  
8
 Portner also argues in this direction. He views some imperatives to be direct language acts since they imply 

(immediate) action (Portner 2009, 137). 
9
 Additionally: we don’t need an imperative mood in for example the natural sciences. Naturally however we 

need the indicative in order to relate the studied facts to us. One may even say that the imperative has no 
place in any context outside of the social; the imperative doesn’t give suggestions, it gives orders.  
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imperative form of the verb.
10

 Thus we certainly see this mood as a first and foremost social 

interaction of our way of existing, something which has influenced language to form a 

specific grammatical marker to signify this. We conclude that the grammatical mood 

imperative’s signification comes from the fundamental (human) necessity to exhort. It is a 

linguistic category – and possibly one of many – that comes from our way of being social 

beings. 

1.2. Modality 

1.2.1. Modality and ontology 
In the last section we saw how the mood categories are traditionally understood. This 

understanding we challenged and called for mood’s ontological implications as well as 

presuppositions. We saw mood as widely present in language, a presence that exceeds the 

traditional linguistic discourse. The term “grammatical mood” pinpoints the referential source 

of modeled clauses, but what may be expressed through the mood categories subjunctive, 

indicative, etc. is modality (Palmer 1990, 4), as in: you have (indicative) to read the book; the 

girl would read the book, if she had (indicative) it, etc. Due to the decline of subjunctive other 

grammatical categories have taken up its function. Of these we are briefly going to mention 

tense, prefixes and conjugation. It is however the modal verbs and adverbs which are typically 

associated with mood and the expression of modality.
11

 In the following section we want to 

more deeply understand the epistemological, ontic and ontological indications of modality, 

which prepares and furthers a philosophical discussion. We ask questions about modality’s 

connection with the subject, i.e. our being, and about point of reference: What does modality 

denote? 

                                                           
10

 There are researchers who have developed different terms for these new types of modal markers, including 
operative, generative, exhortative, declarative, etc. They all aim to point out a wider understanding of 
imperative as a mood. Austin for example, in order to transition the syntactical category, named clauses of 
imperative manners directives. 
11

 In English the modeled auxiliary verbs, also called modal verbs, are: may, can, must, ought (to), will and shall. 
Verbs as need and dare, as well as the common be and have, are sometimes or in some contexts regarded as 
modal verbs as well, but this is debated (Palmer 1990, 25). Other Germanic languages have similar verbs, and 
so does the Romance languages. Due to the modal similarities I’ll be dealing with the English verbs. These verbs 
all express modality of different views. Still, formally they share similar characterizations: they don’t have an 
infinite form; they can be combined with other verbs, much like the verbs to be and to have; they have a 
relation to other modeled categories such as adverbs, which can (immediately) follow a modal verb, unlike 
other semi-modeled verbs (he must certainly be there by now/*he wants certainly to come). Through this 
formal definition, the modal verbs define themselves vis-à-vis other auxiliary verbs. 
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The grammatical modal markers are: the modal verbs, particles, affixes, adverbs and 

conjugation (Palmer 2001, 19). Particles can affect the mood of a sentence; in English such 

particles are well, um, like, etc. They often affect the whole clause by giving it a subjective or 

less likely tone. Affixes are added to the end or the beginning of a verb to change it. Often this 

is done in a temporal or aspectual way, like the prefixes ent-, er- and an- in German. Still, the 

affixes also have an effect on the modality of the clause in that they signify the subjective 

and/or the temporal context within which the event occurred. Conjugation affects the 

modality of a clause by giving the tense a modal function. Modal-past is a conjugated form 

that through the use of imperfect or another tense is expressing modality, which reflects the 

subject’s attitude and it is read as contemporary (Leiss, Abraham 2014, 26).
12

 In discussing 

modality, the tenses should be read as pure labels without a given content, since the content is 

changed through its modal use (Rothstein, Thieroff 2010, 5). Lastly we have modal adverbs. 

Normally adverbs are a part of their own grammatical category and often regulate time and 

space in a clause. The modal adverbs however traditionally indicate the speaker’s own or 

someone else’s attitude regarding what is being said. Examples are maybe, necessarily, 

actually, etc. Here we analyze and refer their modal implications.
13

 

The use of the modal verbs often corresponds to modal adverbs such as probably, certainly, 

maybe, etc. to the point that they are seen as synonymous (Palmer 2001, 35). This is the 

common understanding: “Sandy might be home says that there is a possibility that Sandy is 

home. Sandy must be home says that in all possibilities, Sandy is home (Fintel 2006, 1).” A 

declaring clause written in indicative expresses a claim of factual character: Kate is at home. 

By adding an adverb we either emphasize this (paradoxically to the point that it syntactically 

becomes less likely) or add a doubting feature: Kate is certainly/probably at home. These are 

often seen as synonymous to the clauses: Kate must/ought to be at home, as we saw above. 

However, where the adverbs express and refers to an independent fact (it is 

possible/necessary that Kate is at home now), the modal verbs refer to a subject (I think that 

                                                           
12

 Since a lot of the modeled verbs in English (and also in many other European languages) have the same 
imperfect form some verbs cannot be used in this form without indicating modality. Such verbs are: could, 
would and might. The relationship between past-time and modality is a curious one. The trend in almost all of 
the European languages is that the past-tense forms are also used for subjunctive or modal past, and once the 
imperfective form is associated with irrealis, it loses its indicative connotation. Lastly, because of its vague 
reference and its use of modal verbs, the future tense has been labeled as purely modal by many researchers 
(Palmer 2001, 104). 
13

 Due to spatial limitations I will not go through the other modal markers, i.e. the ones I briefly mentioned. 
This is not just due to these dimensional limits: the grammatical moods, modality and modal adverbs are 
(debatably) the main and linguistically most explored expressions of modality we have, which is why they 
interest us the most. 
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Kate must/ought to be at home). This is an argumentative premise which we take: the modal 

verbs always emanate from a subject; the modal verbs are subject-centered.  

To make this split visible we emphasize the adverb. Rather than being synonymous with the 

modal verbs, the types of adverbial statements above are synonymous with the only possible 

conclusion is that…A possible conclusion is that…. This aims to show the adverb’s non-

subjective allusion, which applies to adverbial modality in general: their point of reference, in 

the above example represented by the pronoun it, stems from a third, non-subjective source. 

The pronoun refers us to a consequential rule or to a state, which the subject cannot inflict, 

nor influence. To make this split gives us further an ability to refer different types of 

modalities: there are those we may object to (to the subjective statement Kate must be at home 

I may say: no, Kate is out, I just saw her), and those we may not object to (to the objective 

statement Kate is possibly at home I, according to our argument, cannot say no – all in all, 

there is naturally always a possibility that Kate is, in fact, at home). Conversely I thus also 

argue that the modal verbs, directly or indirectly, always relates to a speaking subject; the 

above must-clause implies someone uttering it, it implies a (human) agent. Due to this we see 

the modal adverbs as different from the modal verbs. 

* 

Up until now we have seen how the modal categories are traditionally defined. We have given 

them critic and seen how they hold up against more philosophical arguments. Nonetheless we 

have yet to examine what modality signifies in the linguistic tradition. Modality’s 

signification corresponds to all of the modal markers that we have seen so far. Thus we are 

here exploring the content of the terms. By tradition the two types of modality are deontic and 

epistemic modality.
14

 

Deontic modality may be said to be expressing (external) necessity. Conversely, epistemic 

modality may be said to indicate internal (optional) possibility: 

The function of epistemic modality is to make judgements about the possibility, etc., that 

something is or is not the case. Epistemic modality is, that is to say, the modality of propositions 

rather than action, states, events, etc. (Palmer 1990, 50). 

                                                           
14

 The use of the term deontic modality differs. Other terms to pinpoint differences from an exhortative point 
of view include priority, bouletic, teleological, commissive, volitive and directive modality. Instead of focusing on 
the internal differences within the category – it is a matter of intention and viewpoint – I will use the term 
broadly: deontic modality refers the subject to a proposition, an action or a state. 
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Epistemic modality rests with the subject. By its name we associate the term with knowledge, 

in this case knowledge reserved for the subject. Typically the speaker-subject has no influence 

over the epistemic modal clause.
15

 Common epistemic modal verbs are: may, can, might and 

must. Unlike deontic, epistemic modality gives agency to the subject. Put into a clause, these 

verbs typically express subject-oriented modality: John may go to the party; Hannah might go 

to the store, etc. However, due to the context, the deontic and the epistemic modal verbs 

cannot in many cases be held apart, something we see in these examples: John can go to the 

party (naturally, you can use can in a deontic, concessive or ability-oriented way); you may 

come in (likewise you can use may in a concessive way, where it is interpreted as a deontic 

modal verb). It is the context that allows for an epistemic or deontic interpretation of 

reference. The modal verbs cannot commonly give a singular reference (Palmer 2001, 86).
16

 

Deontic modality indicates necessity or possibility. It often refers the subject to an 

(imperative) action, either due to personal our external circumstances: In the future you must 

try to get here earlier (Leiss, Abraham 2014, 90). The exhortative agent is the speaker-

subject. The deontic clauses also typically lack a reason for the imperative action; as readers 

we often need to associate it. What formally defines it is that it does not have a past form. You 

cannot exhort someone in the past.
17

 Further on deontic modality refers the subject to an 

external or internal necessity.
18

 Internally deontic modality is tied together through the 

reference of events which yet have not been realized. They are potential (Palmer 2001, 70). 

The deontic modals are often used to indicate permission and obligation emanating from the 

speaker, but it cannot be claimed that they are always subjective in this sense. The speaker may not 

be involved in, e.g., ’You can smoke in here’, ’You must take your shoes off when you enter the 

temple’ (Palmer 2001, 75) 

                                                           
15

 Similar to deontic modality, epistemic modal verbs have been thought to have two sides: evidential modality 
and (pure) epistemic modality. In an evidential modeled clause we presuppose that there is some evidence to 
the statement, whereas in an epistemic clause we get no such hints. We must understand the clause Kate must 
be at home as an evidential clause, due to our presupposed idea of a lit lamp in Kate’s bedroom. 
16

 Through social agreements there are some differences in epistemic/deontic use of certain modal verbs: 
deontic must can be negated, but not an epistemic; may not negates the main verb in a deontic use, but the 
whole clause in epistemic use; may and must which are followed by have are always epistemic; when the 
future is referred, must is always deontic. 
17

 In German for example, though the modal verbs have past tense (müsste, sollte, wollte, etc), they do not 
have a modal function; the modality of the verb is lost since it is reduced to a historical report. When we use 
them we only recall, we only declare what has already happened. 
18

 This internal necessity is sometimes called dynamic modality and has to do with ability. The clause: In the 
future you must try to get here earlier  may therefore be interpreted as having a dynamic modal function, due 
to its exhortation of trying, which is (in many cases) considered to be an internal personal ability. In the clause: 
you must go to the store, we more easily see the external factor of the main verb. 
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Due to its transitioning reference, deontic modality calls for a phenomenological 

interpretation. I want to further understand this term deontic. The name signifies a non-

personal or depersonalized approach to the event, with deon meaning “dutiful” or 

“responsible”. But who is dutiful in this sense? Naturally we think that the subject is dutiful 

by obeying the speaker-subject. On the other hand, can the speaker-subject also be seen as 

dutiful by verbalizing a necessary imperative action? And if so, who is the speaker being 

dutiful to? Furthermore I here make a second argumentative premise: we are to understand 

deontic modality as essentially and internally signified by the imperative mood. Normally the 

grammatical moods and the modal markers are ordered separately: an indicative clause may 

contain a modal verb that gives it a non-indicative implication: Jenny must be home by six 

o’clock; an indicative clause may not express any modality whatsoever: the car is parked 

behind the house, etc. In the case of deontic modality and the imperative, we argue that they 

are closely tied together in function, content and signification.
19

 Thus both by the imperative 

and by deontic use of modality the agentive role are prescribed to the speaker-subject, the 

utterer of the clause. Among linguists, this is the most common understanding of this subject: 

the utterer and the agent in a deontic modal clause is referred to as the speaker-subject 

(Palmer 1990, 36). But this is in many cases an assumed agent; an obligation often goes past 

the messenger, something we saw in the above quote by Palmer. 

Rather than having agency, the speaker-subject becomes a medium for the imperative action, 

which (always) has its locus in an anonymous third party source. This view we are not just 

applying to the types of statements mentioned in the quote. The speaker-subject is, at all 

times, only passing obligation, it is not forming it. Even in simple deontic modal clauses like: 

you must come to the party; you cannot go in there, and even in simple imperative clauses 

like: come to the party!; don’t go in there!, we ask: says who? The speaker may say: says me!, 

but what really gives this answer reliability? What makes us appealed to follow the 

exhortation? Where is its credible locus? We often follow an exhortation due to other, broader 

reasons than the sole influence of the speaker-subject. Conversely, the speaker-subject cannot 

be said to be exclusively referring to himself when he is exhorting someone, since his order 

presupposes these other, broader reasons. This is my suggestion of the proper form of deontic 

modality, and considering its name its most coherent understanding: both the subject and the 

speaker-subject are dutiful in their respective role. 

                                                           
19

 Paul Portner mentions this. He says that a deontic use of must may be inherently linked with a similar 
imperative, i.e. leave! is close to you must leave (Portner 2009, 137). Fintel also refers to similar ideas in his 
outline of modality (Fintel 2006, 9). 
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The imperative also falls into this analysis: the speaker using the imperative is not capable of 

forming the agency necessary to make the action happen. He mediates agency, just as how 

deontic modality mediates agency. We recall our previous outline of the imperative and add: 

the authority and credibility of the performative imperative clauses are not formed by the 

speaker, it is already presupposed and a priori the speaker’s own exhortative practice. How is 

this indicated? The imperative exhortation would not be followed or even understood if 

corresponding similar actions had not previously been instigated. By using modal verbs in a 

deontic sense, or by using imperatives, we immediately presuppose that similar actions have 

taken place; we don’t exhort or order someone to do something which is not imaginable, 

possible or reasonable. Conversely the ordered would not follow or even understand the 

proposition if it were not for its precursors. For that reason deontic modality and the 

imperative presuppose and imply social and in the end, as we shall see, ontological notions. 

I will argue that the imperative and deontic modality refer their agency and origin to an 

external, anonymous third source. I rejected the agency of the speaker-person; the external 

locus lies outside of the linguistic field. Still, this stance is not done without some reflection. 

Naturally, linguists have dealt with an idea of an outer, contextual type of modality for a long 

time, most recently mentioned by Portner. In his book he goes through different approaches 

vis-à-vis the idea of a third agentive source, a so called “judge”. In the same passage he 

mentions that a thorough study is missing in this field (Portner 2009, 180). Palmer has 

previously used the concept discursive modality. This type of judge is not subjective, it is 

collective: when mediating an obligation, the subject or the speaker develops the situation 

align with the discourse. In this sense, the reference of this type of modal discourse is external 

to both the speaker and the subject. However, this reference only moves agency between 

groups; between contexts it transfers the authoritative locus that is enabling the imperative 

and the deontic modality. Portner says that, through a contextualist view, the content of the 

enforced proposition may be justified through sources outside of the two involved in the 

action; the contextual knowledge may enable the modality to have validity (Portner 2009, 

182). But if the enabler of validity is in many cases the context, what regulates and enables 

the context? What enables contextual modal use to have credibility? Overall, what is needed 

in order to be in a position where I may use the imperative or deontic modality? This third 

dimensional, existential foundation and premise for these types of enforcing and enabling 

social discourses is not outlined by the linguists. Again, we keep our main questions of the 
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essay in mind and ask about modal reference, which we will outline in the upcoming 

philosophical section. 

1.2.2. Conclusive remarks 

There is no doubt that the overall picture of the modals is extremely “messy” and untidy and that 

the most the linguist can do is impose some order, point out some regularities, correspondences, 

parallelism. But there is no single simple solution and one can have some sympathy with Ehrman’s 

(1966) view that we can only arrive at a “rather loosely structured set of relationships” (Palmer 

1990, 49). 

We may agree on this picture. Up until this point we have learned of the difficulties facing the 

linguists and also facing us in regards to our notion mood. Throughout our depiction of the 

traditional ideas on the matter we have opened up for a philosophical debate. The ideas we 

bring along are: the grammatical moods show in practice and in use no clear-cut distinction 

between what’s neutral/factual and ideal/possible (we concluded that grammatical mood is 

best to be defined as a signifier of possible outlooks); the concept of social performativity 

were applied to the imperative (the imperative is a necessary part of the sought action); and 

finally we concluded that all deontic modal clauses and all the imperative clauses imply an 

agentive source who gives the speaker-subject – or the judge, the context, etc. – the ability to 

enforce his/her exhortation. 

Due to the shown implications regarding mood and modality there is good reason to argue for 

another, deeper understanding of the concepts. We have seen tendencies to how modality 

transcends its lexical forms and immediately implies other, on the one hand social and on the 

other hand ontological notions. The role of the grammatical moods is to present the world for 

or through the subject in a certain way, through a certain mood. This raises the possibility for 

a wider phenomenological interpretation that, as I will show, fundamentally deals with 

precisely the relation between outlook and source. In the following interpretation we develop 

our questions and answers regarding ontological origination and ontological status of mood. 

We examine the tradition of apprehending language through perception and metaphysics. 
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2. Phenomenological mood 

2.1. Husserl 

2.1.1. Reasserting the focus: Husserl’s inspiration and influence 

Let us begin our phenomenological understanding of mood by examining the linguistic and 

philosophical discussions in the beginning of the 20
th

 century. Edmund Husserl is considered 

to be the father of phenomenology.
20

 His fascination for how consciousness accounts for the 

base of all experience inspired him to write numerous works on the topic. Bearing in mind 

that observations in the world are experienced by specific persons, the investigation for how 

these are procured has to begin with the self. This was to be the starting point for his 

philosophy (Moran 2000, 61). Thus we don’t find in Husserl a premise of traditional object-

subject relations, in which the self has to be placed on the basis of these factual binary 

positions. On the contrary, the emphasizing focus on the consciousness enabled him to 

observe and describe these relations through intersubjectivity; it is primarily intersubjective 

relations that first enable something as objective and subjective relations to be declared, since 

these are firstly experienced as consciousness acts. 

Consciousness constitutes the world (Moran 2000, 61). Husserl’s radical notions have 

certainly not gone unnoted. To base a science – a science of sciences, as Husserl himself calls 

it – on consciousness is exceedingly problematic. Initially one may ask: how are we to 

account for that, which Husserl expresses throughout his books, is really how the 

consciousness engages experience? “It has, of course, been much disputed whether 

Phenomenology does in fact access an a priori domain distinct both from the psychological 

and the purely logical (Moran 2000, 109).” The presupposed clean science of how we 

ultimately engage and experience the world is furthermore a crucial point. How is a science of 

“phenomena” able to state that its study is essential? If experience takes in phenomena, how 

are we to verify that Husserl’s descriptive method is adequate? These are some of the critical 

remarks that were raised during Husserl’s teaching period. 

Between the years 1900 and 1901 Husserl outlined what came to be his major work, Logical 

Investigations [Logische Untersuchungen]. The total of 6 chapters, also called 

“investigations”, were a call to return to philosophically essential grounds. They aimed to 

                                                           
20

 The Oxford English Dictionary presents the following definition: “Phenomenology. a. The science of 
phenomena as distinct from being (ontology). b. That division of any science which describes and classifies its 
phenomena. From the Greek phainomenon, appearance (Simpson, Weiner 1989).” 
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show how we ought to look at philosophical problems through a new perspective, a 

perspective of “pure” description, i.e. the things themselves. This is how the Husserl-

connoisseur Dermot Moran puts it: 

The six Investigations are in-depth meditations on certain key concepts which Husserl thinks are 

required in any formal science, for example the nature of signification in general, the relation of 

individual to universal, part to whole, the a priori rules determining the pure form of meaning in 

general, the structure of intentional acts and the nature of presentation, and finally the nature of the 

modes of fulfilment of intentional acts which relate to the manner in which truth is understood 

(Moran 2000, 109-110). 

In the book Husserl addresses language as a philosophical topic. Particularly the 

investigations regarding parts and wholes (the third investigation) and their relation to a pure, 

descriptive grammar (the fourth investigation) reassured language’s relevance to 

phenomenology for decades to come. 

Husserl’s systematic approach to language has recently been compared to how modern 

linguists came to shape their framework. According to contemporary researchers this 

proximity has remarkably gone unnoted (Aurora 2015, 1). The structural ambitions shown in 

the third investigation are also said to bear resemblances to saussurean thought. In articles on 

the subject, the notion of wholes is particularly pinpointed as directly similar to Ferdinand de 

Saussure’s idea of meaningful structure (Aurora 2015, 8), and in another recent article we find 

Husserl’s linguistic relevance in regards to his whole notion of parts and wholes: “structure 

has to be studied within a more complete meteorological framework, that is, within the 

science of parts and their relation to the whole, first defined by Twardowski and Husserl 

(Sonesson 2012, 84).” Husserl’s ambition of examining consciousness’s relation to language 

has furthermore caused him to be compared to the influential contemporary linguist Noam 

Chomsky (Mays 2014, 324). They bear resemblance in that they have trans-lingual, universal 

ambitions; their respective notion of generative grammar (by Husserl pure logic grammar) 

may be seen as a common outset. However, Husserls would not accept Chomsky’s idea of the 

structures being inherent in our mentality; he does not account for mentality in Chomsky’s 

sense – he would call this Psychologism. With this brief summary and comparison we may 

certainly conclude that Husserl’s philosophy is indeed about linguistic elements and is 

ultimately relevant for a linguistic inquiry. Next I will outline Husserl’s concept of parts and 

wholes, which serve as a background of the direction and focus the essay from here on out 
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will take. Questions we will be concerned with are: what – primarily and ultimately – 

constitutes linguistic meaning? 

* 

At the end of the 19
th

 century, linguistics as a science lacked a reliable and verifiable manner; 

it needed a method to increase credibility. The solution was psychology, which itself was 

increasingly becoming a natural science: language was explicitly and substantially to have its 

locus in our minds, i.e. language was ultimately, on a molecular level, something observable 

in our brains. This was a steppingstone to see language as an internal, centralized concept. 

Husserls begins his linguistic critic with this summarization (Husserl 1913, 295). 

When reading Husserl’s ideas of language, it is striking how universal his ambitions are. With 

the universal human perception as starting point, we understand quite easily how his approach 

has this objective. The content of his work mirrors that of a structure in that it has ontology as 

its base. His ontological outset enables him to speak of a universality underlying each 

individual language; there is always a way to express the plural, the singular, the past, the 

present, the possible, the impossible, etc.: 

Wie drückt das Deutsche, das Lateinische, Chinesische, usw. „den” Existenzialsatz, „den” 

kategorischen Satz, „den” hypothetischen Vordersatz, „den“ Plural, „die“ Modalitäten des 

„möglich“ und „wahrscheinlich“, das „nicht“, usw. aus [How does German, Latin, Chinese, etc. 

express “the” existential clause, “the” categorical clause, “the” hypothetical clause, “the” plural, 

“the” modalities of the “possible” and of the “probable”, the “not”, etc.] (Husserl 1913, 339)? 

Husserl’s teaching on “parts and wholes” is made with regards to things [Gegenstände]. 

“Jeder Gegenstand ist wirklicher oder möglicher Teil, d.h. es gibt wirkliche oder mögliche 

Ganze, die ihn einschließen [Each thing is an actual or potential part, i.e. there are actual or 

possible wholes which enclose it] (Husserl 1913, 226).“ As such, depending on context, each 

part is simple and each whole is complex. A sentence is thus a composition of parts, with each 

having its significant meaning. If the sentence is semantically and grammatically correct we 

understand its content and reference, as in: this three is green. Had it said: this horse is green, 

the sentence (the whole) loses its meaning and the reference is gone. However, each part 

keeps its meaning, wherefore we understand that the sentence is nonsense [Unsinn] (Husserl 

1913, 320). 
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In further studies to language Husserl talks about categorematic and syncategorematic 

symbols [Zeichen], with the former being a symbol having its own meaning and the latter 

only having meaning together with other symbols, pronouns, articles, prepositions, etc. 

(Aurora 2015, 9). Thus meaning stemming from syncategorematic symbols is always 

dependent, whereas meaning stemming from categorimatic symbols is always independent. 

Here we see a clear cut from, for example, Saussure who would say that categorimatic 

symbols are always interrelated. What is significant for us in his theory of parts and wholes is 

the privileged meaningfulness Husserl ascribes the former. The parts seem to have an internal, 

self-explanatory sense: that we can combine some categorimatic and/or syncategorematic 

parts into wholes, thereby acquiring meaning, is due to universal laws (Husserl 1913, 339). 

Husserl’s systematization of parts and wholes centers on the concept of meaning [Bedeutung]. 

Meaning is his guideline to explore whether words and clauses in different constellations bear 

importance or signification in the context. It I not language that guides meaning; it is 

meaning that guides language (Mays 2014, 318). The idea of a managerial, underlining 

meaning is significant for Husserl’s linguistic theory in the same way as the idea of meaning 

through difference is significant for Saussure. The idea of a foundational meaning as the 

signifier of language enables Husserl to refer linguistics to an ontological region, with the 

signifying term being outside of the direct contextual utterance. We understand a sentence due 

to the underlying possibility or imagination of meaning; “a squared circle” bears grammatical 

coherence, but signifies semantical nonsense – this we can determine due to the 

comprehension of its meaning (Husserl 1913, 327).  

This thought out concept is highly significant for Husserl’s student Heidegger’s philosophy. 

Here the notion of meaning is ascribed to the notion of Being.
21

 I will adapt this concept to 

our understanding of mood and argue that mood is possibly the linguistic name of this 

meaningful giver of signification. “He [Husserl] would insist that if everyday language did not 

have, as it were, a common core of meaning we could not communicate our thoughts, needs 

and wishes to others (Mays 2014, 328).” This inquiry regarding underlying constitutional 

meaning we will determine in the upcoming heideggerian section. 

How do we express or understand the possible, the impossible, the modifications, the 

probable or the hypothetical without a fundamental, a priori comprehension of essential 
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 In the following I will mark the heideggerian use of the notion Being with a capital letter, which is also what 
the translators of his works do. 
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meaning? Husserl asks these questions, and in doing that, addresses the linguistic possibility 

to communicate aspects of our own existential position – nothingness, possibility, modality, 

probability, etc. – into uttered sentences (Husserl 1913, 339). By asking these questions and 

pushing language beyond its disciplined domain he enables a deeper understanding of 

linguistic concepts. What I hope to have established is that Husserl and his successors are 

highly relevant to the linguistic discourse, particularly when it comes to foundational 

structure, meaning and point of reference. Husserl inspired to additional phenomenological 

development, he anchored language to ontology and laid the foundation for phenomenology’s 

close connection with it. We want to use this framework in order to answer the essay’s 

ontological main questions regarding grammatical mood. 

2.2. Heidegger 

2.2.1. Our base: introduction to heideggerian ontology 
Martin Heidegger is Edmund Husserl’s most famous student. His works, particularly his main 

work and dissertation Being and time [Sein und Zeit], are considered to have set the course for 

continental philosophy throughout the 20
th

 century. Before his carrier ended Heidegger 

decided that his remaining and finished works were to be yearly published as so called 

Gesamtausgabe [total publication], of which there are presently 102 volumes; all in all his 

intellectual influence can hardly be exaggerated. Many of his texts are about language, 

particularly the ontological aspects of language and how these are constituted.  

In his dissertation from 1927 he asks and formulates the question for what constitutes beings 

[Seiende] as their existential premise. What makes beings into beings? What is their 

constitutive “what”? And given this enigma, how are we supposed to deduce, regard and talk 

about it? He does not give an answer as much as shows how we are supposed to engage with 

the question. In the introduction we can see his premises. The question of the type of Being 

[Sein] he is aiming to disentangle is not something that exists in a concrete sense: “ »Sein« ist 

nicht so etwas wie Seiendes [“Being” cannot be understood as a being] (Heidegger 1927).” 

We are not asking for it in an existential way; we ask for the meaning [Sinn] of Being. He 

regards asking as a searching, which through its definition presupposes an aim, something 

that is being searched. Through this admittedly imprecise outset, we are assured that the 

formulated question for the meaning of Being will make sense. This quest he develops in two 

parts of his work, of which the first one is interesting to us. 
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Above all Heidegger gives us a crucial notion to refer to and engage in: Being. This notion 

gives grammatical mood and modality a foundational third dimension. Still, the upcoming 

reading in regards to grammatical mood is not something Heidegger himself developed. 

Naturally Heidegger continued Husserl’s study of language’s ontological implications, but 

they stayed rather abstract and unexemplified. In his works he formulates an understanding of 

language in view of Being, yet he is not studying language up close. Heidegger may be said to 

have given us the tools and outlooks we need to sketch the ontological implications of our 

modal term. Though we are not writing in his name, we also aim to exemplify and clear a dim 

area of his philosophy. In our case we focus on the use and implications of mood.  

In this section I aim to develop the husserlian foundation by adopting a heideggerian 

understanding of Being and beings. The disposition of the ontic and ontological, and the 

emphasis and focus the ontological acquires over the ontic in Heidegger’s dissertation, serves 

to provide the notion “grammatical mood” fundamental, constitutive principles.
22

 He gives us 

a deeper understanding of “atmospherical” mood in the notion Stimmung, an always attuned 

modal feature of the world. This term will assist us to acquire the essentiality for our elusive, 

analyzed notion.  We have moreover already seen how linguistic deontic modality and the 

imperative imply a third source, i.e. an agentive reference. Questions for the sections to come 

refer us to the main questions of the essay: what constitutes grammatical mood as mood? 

What premise(s) make the grammatical moods possible and reliable? What are the underlying 

principles of grammatical mood’s application? Thus we are in this section asking for, and 

thereby searching for, the ontology, the third dimension, of our linguistic category. 

* 

Initially we want to know what Heidegger sees as the problem with regard to language, and in 

the end with regard to the understanding of Being as a whole. He states that linguists are 

searching for linguistic foundational meaning within language; thereby they misinterpret the 

existential foundation of language (Heidegger 1927, 165). This is due to a fixed focus on 

grammatical and logical relationships, and through this connection language ought to be 
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 “In this context he [Heidegger] draws two distinctions between different kinds of inquiry. The first, which is 
just another way of expressing the ontological difference, is between the ontical and the ontological, where the 
former is concerned with facts about entities and the latter is concerned with the meaning of Being, with how 
entities are intelligible as entities. Using this technical language, we can put the point about the forgetting of 
Being as such by saying that the history of Western thought is characterized by an ‘onticization’ of Being (by the 
practice of treating Being as a being). However, as Heidegger explains, here in the words of Kant and the 
Problem of Metaphysics, ‘an ontic knowledge can never alone direct itself “to” the objects, because without 
the ontological… it can have no possible Whereto’ (Wheeler 2011).“ 
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explained. This fixation has been there, he says in another work (here the Swedish translated 

edition), for over 2 millenniums (Heidegger 2012, 11). The categories to signify meaning (the 

index for how semantic relationships are created through use and practice of language) are not 

describing the constitutive connection to meaning per se; the linguistic practice orients itself 

around language as an ontic structure, a structure whose foundation it is determining by 

insufficient depth and focus. They study the expressions of language, its immediate aspects, 

and they call it the essence of language (Heidegger 1927, 163). They don’t see language as 

logos, as expression and essence all in one. In this model, language is strapped of its 

ontological association, its nature [Wesen] is being overlooked. 

According to Heidegger the linguist’s view on language is thus clouded and obscure. He urges 

them to redirect their focus to ontologically more essential elements. We need an ontological 

grammar. A grammar liberated from the logical heritage of the time, that is what Heidegger 

requests (Heidegger 1927, 165). In order to adapt such a grammatical understanding we need 

to view language as something other than a fixed system. We need to see it as acting, as 

something we essentially cannot determine but as something that essentially determines us. 

We need to view language as implicit in ourselves, in our own being: language is not 

established through verbalization, it originates from our being’s own existential premises. In 

order to understand this we need an understanding of these ontological existential premises. 

Similar to Husserl, Heidegger does not spare words when criticizing the linguists. However, 

linguistics has naturally been reformed since these times. Throughout his carrier Heidegger 

never adapts to the structural method, unlike other phenomenologists like Maurice Merleau-

Ponty and Jacques Derrida. Heidegger’s firmness ought to be toned down due to this 

inclination. His critique is not however without relevance. Through our own outline of 

modality we have argued for how language itself implies direct existential notions. These are 

notions which are implicit in Heidegger’s ontology, and which indeed find a way to 

verbalization. Heidegger may be seen as working on another level when he talks about 

language. In his ontology he outlines its foundational premises. From these language speaks 

out to us, the beings. Consequently, instead of talking about language from a human (ontic) 

perspective, he talks about language from an ontological point of view. This perspective suits 

the question of the essay, since the argument was that there are more to the linguistic practice 

of deontic modality and of the imperative than we found by the linguists. Linguistics assumes 

a background of world and social context, how these come about is not declared. I will use 

Heidegger’s linguistic focal point in order to find constitutive aspects of mood and modality.  
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2.2.2. Being and existing as one 
In this section we go from the overall concept of Heidegger’s Being to the development of 

some of our own being’s existential premises. We do this in so far as it is relevant for our 

linguistic study. As it turns out, mood and modality transcend the purely contextual through 

questions of reference. Through an engagement with language from an ontological point of 

view I here give one possible answer to where this transcendence is referring. In focus we 

have the deontic side of modality and the imperative. In the following we will come to 

understand their anonymous exhortations and implications involved in them. 

Through the everyday term Dasein, conventionally meaning “presence”, but literally meaning 

“being there”, Heidegger puts us in an existential connection with the overall concept of 

Being.
23

 Being, as it happens, is not merely a referential abstract concept. We are Being 

through our Dasein: “Dasein ist Seiendes, das je ich selbst bin, das Sein je meines [Dasein is 

a being, which I myself am, the Being is in each case my own] (Heidegger 1927, 114).” This 

term is what applies to our (personal) existence, and it acts as the copula between us and 

Being: we carry (our) being with us. With the Dasein concept Heidegger seeks to understand 

the effect of Being, how it implies us and influences us as living beings. Dasein is our 

existence and our existence is moreover connected with the shape of the world. Man’s 

existence is his essence, it precedes body and soul, Heidegger says, and no man can exist 

without a world which he is immediately part of (Heidegger 1927, 117). There are no subjects 

who can be understood without the world that they are living in; nothing is merely a subject 

without world.24 Existence, Dasein and Being-in-the-world [das-in-der-Welt-Sein25] are the 

main concepts which Heidegger’s existential ontology revolves around. 

In the moment of coming into existence, Dasein emerges through either necessary conditions 

or unnecessary. The necessary Heidegger calls Existenziale; they are original phenomenon of 

the constitution of Dasein (Heidegger 1927, 129). The unnecessary circumstances of our 

coming into existence Heidegger calls Kategoriale, which have no ontological claims. The 

fact that we are born into an already existing world, the-Being-in-the-world, is an example of 
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 From here on out I will be using the term Dasein instead of my own being. This is commonly done when 
translating or writing about this heideggerian concept. 
24

 In the first chapters of Being and time Heidegger argues against Descartes’s view of a mental ego [res 
cogitas] separated from a corporal ego [res corporea]. This enables him to further the unity between the 
corporal and the mental and, in the end, with the world as such. 
25

 The fact that we as Dasein are always already in a (specific) world, which is our horizon of worldly 
imagination and its possibilities, Heidegger puts into the term “Being-in-the-world”. 
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an Existenziale. Other examples are care [Sorge], anxiety [Angst] and the one will have in 

focus, the one [das Man].
26

 

* 

Heidegger’s concept the one I will read as a coming-together of the ontic and ontological 

sides of language. In our earlier layout we argued that neither in deontic modality, nor by the 

imperative, do the subject and the speaker-subject have agency; they are not what make us 

follow the command. Regardless of contextual and discourse-oriented modalities that stress 

the fact of a judge, I argued for a deeper premise which – in that case – gives this judge 

authority and reliability. In Heidegger’s concept regarding the one we have arrived at a 

unification of linguistic and philosophical notions. Not only does this term include a 

demonstrating depth of heideggerian philosophy, but it directly refers us to our linguistic 

framework. I will argue that empty commands stemming from contexts or subjects are not 

what make us follow an order. In order to give the order its imperative content we outline 

Heidegger’s concept of the one. 

The one is the answer to the question for the everyday notion of Being (Heidegger 1927, 128). 

It’s above all a public, inauthentic dictatorship to our own existence. In our everyday life of 

being with each other, Dasein is submerged in favor for common norms and rules which 

Heidegger summarizes in the term the one. The public, that is the general population 

including every instance, makes everything homogenous and indistinctive – it isn’t putting 

into the focus the things themselves. Thus we are appealed to by the one to relieve us from 

our own existential burden, which Heidegger goes through in other parts of his work: 

”Abständigkeit, Durchschnittlichkeit, Einebnung konstituieren als Seinswesen des Mannes 

das, was wir als »die Öffentlichkeit«  nennen [Distantiality, mediocracy, leveling down as the 

one’s ways of being, constitute what we call ‘the public’] (Heidegger 1927, 127).”   

The everyday, average and ordinary subject of Being is the one. The everyday, average and 

ordinary pronoun to describe this subject is in English one and you. We understand that 

Heidegger is directly referring to these pronouns. He sees in them a linguistic condensation of 

a societal, normative paradigm, whose content may be arbitrary, but whose presence and 

facticity are essential. In other languages we have similar ones: man (Dutch), en/man 
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 In the following I translate das Man as the one. Other translations include the they, which emphasizes the 
term’s plural dimension. Despite the fact that it isn’t being used as extensively as the German Man, I will stick 
to the pronoun one. 
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(Swedish), en/man (Norwegian) – but perhaps best exemplified by French, where the neutral 

on can both mean one and we: Heidegger is not targeting anyone, at the same time he targets 

everyone with his notion: “Das Wer ist nicht dieser und nicht jener, nicht man selbst und nicht 

einige und nicht die Summe Aller. Das »Wer«  ist das Neutrum, das Man [The who is not this 

one and not that one, not oneself and not some and not the sum of them all. The “who” is the 

neuter, the one] (Heidegger 1927, 126).” The one takes many grammatical forms; their 

divergence just displays its manifold presence in language. The heideggerian premise is 

however that each language has their respective version of the one. Language as 

corresponding to Being presupposes it. Thus Heidegger’s concept of the one is captured by its 

everyday use in language: we eat what one eats, we read what one reads, we like what one 

likes, etc. In this sense, we are entailed in a normative paradigm, we have fallen into an 

everyday form of Being, which is us pre-existentially established and continues to be so 

throughout our everyday existence. 

The one involves, implores and engages everyone without having its locus among them. This 

is the existential and ontological content of it. It also suits the reference for our sought 

notions, what are conventionally known as deontic modality and the imperative. We needed 

an agentive source. This is the one. Heidegger helps us to show how the ontological premises 

of Dasein occur in language. The one is the notion we were asking for. We are referring to it 

by using deontic modality and the imperative. However, we concluded that deontic modality 

and the imperative are not just references, they are also an exhortation, and as an exhortation, 

we shall also understand the one. Heidegger himself does not pick up this notion, but in 

comparing the one with for example deontic use of modality it is philosophically helpful to 

read the pronoun as an imperative. When Heidegger says that the one is a falling to an 

everydayness of Dasein (Heidegger 1927, 175), i.e. that we become “relieved” of our own 

being, he neglects its imperative notion; he gives too much emphasis on the supposed 

liberating subjects. 

The one is exhortative; in its use it is not just stating a condition, it is (re)setting a normative 

codex. Examples of this would be: you cannot smoke in here; you must take your shoes of 

when you enter the house; you are not supposed to be here; it is known that we cannot do that, 

etc. Imperative use of the one would be: don not smoke in here!; take your shoes of!; do not 

come here!; do not do that! The clauses are normative statements. We read them as direct 

references to an existential, exhortative the one: you cannot smoke in here/do not smoke here!, 

because one cannot smoke in here; you must take your shoes of when you enter the house/take 
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your shoes of!, because one must take his shoes of when he enters the house; you are not 

supposed to be here/do not come in here!, because one is not supposed to be here; it is known 

that we cannot do that/do not do that!, because one cannot do that, etc. In our use of the 

concerned pronouns we are reproducing and reestablishing the one’s state of affairs. In a 

heideggerian sense we are turning away from our own individual existence; we are neglecting 

the heavy sense of existence. We are living as someone who is not an author or agent of her 

own life, as someone who does not take responsibility of her own being.    

When making an imperative statement, we mediate credibility made possible through the 

authority of the one. We do not follow or rely on exhortations which one should not follow or 

rely on; we only follow exhortations which someone has already followed. This following we 

must understand in an actual as well as an imaginary sense: we follow in the sense that we 

understand that the exhortation is referring us to a thinkable, conceivable action that has been 

(wholly or partly) done before. The illusionary power of the speaker-subject is shown in all its 

absence when there is no precursor to refer to. The reason why we submit to the imperative or 

deontic modal appeals is because they directly or indirectly refer to the one: the students must 

do their homework; children, go to bed!. The targets of the exhortations only follow these 

because they are reasonable, and what is reasonable is a direct reference to the normative 

paradigm of the one: as a child, as a student, as an employee, I only follow the authority of the 

exhortative person since I find it reasonable that someone in my position does exactly that. 

Despite of me refusing or saying no, I still acknowledge the credibility of the statement, since 

this is inevitably formulated through the normative codex of the one. Conversely no one can 

make a literary unreasonable exhortation, since that would acquire the addressed person to do 

something which, for the speaker-person, is unimaginable. We only exhort to the extent of our 

imagination; we cannot exhort someone to do something which falls outside of the reign of 

the one, i.e. something which one cannot imagine doing.  

The ontological and ontic sides of the pronoun come together: Heidegger proclaims its 

existential reference and the linguists classify its common practice. Together they give us the 

answer to the problem with deontic modality and the imperative. Furthermore, in classifying 

the pronouns signifying the one we should bear in mind that it is not referring to a specific 

third person, as in the other grammatical third persons (he, she, it, they and them). It is beyond 

and outside of any specificity. For this reason I suggest that the pronoun one should be 

classified as a transitional fourth grammatical person. With this classification we emphasize 

its distinct ontological implication. We separate it from being similar to the other, more 
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specific grammatical persons. We give it a coherent reference since it is neither specific nor 

inexplicit, yet it still involves the other grammatical persons. 

2.2.3. Our being as a being of possibilities 

Die Öffentlichkeit als die Seinsart des Man […] hat nicht nur überhaupt ihre Gestimmtheit, sie 

braucht Stimmung und »macht«  sie für sich [The public as the kind of being of the one […] not 

only has its atunement, it needs Stimmung and “makes” it for itself] (Heidegger 1927, 138). 

We have now seen an example of how Heidegger’s overall concept of Being harmonizes with 

our use of the imperative mood and deontic modality: we use them in the light of Being. I 

want to suggest a furthering and increase of this approach, an approach which we took 

through linguistics and into ontology, to include other grammatical moods and modalities. In 

this section I give one possible answer to the overall signifier and origin of our linguistic 

categories. We start by outlining Heidegger’s definition of Dasein and compare this to the 

essential elements of grammatical mood and the modal adverbs. There after we bring in our 

centered, quoted concept of Stimmung.
27

  We explore the idea that Stimmung, through Dasein, 

is what makes our practical, grammatical use of modality possible. In what follows, modality 

will thus be approached through the use of Heidegger’s notion Stimmung. Questions for the 

section referrer to the overall questions of the essay: what signifies grammatical modality? 

What constitutes grammatical mood as mood? What enables us to think and speak of the 

world as different to what it really is? 

The Being Heidegger is asking for, and through his work is trying to reflect, must be thought 

of as a Being that possesses diversity and comes as diverse.”Dasein ist nicht ein Vorhandenes 

[sondern] es ist primär Möglichsein [Our being is not something objectively present [rather] it 

is primarily a Being-of-possibilities] (Heidegger 1927, 143).” Dasein is not a being as much 

as the multiple possibilities of to be, the-Being-of-possibilities. This reveals an idea of a 

manifold singular, a plural unison, and aims to evoke the multitude of Being’s beings, us. To 

create this “Being of the hypothetical” allows Heidegger to escape a narrowly fixed and 

ultimately simple implication of the term. The Being-of-possibilities is the closest 

understanding and definition of Dasein; through its transitional, manifold content it afflicts 

Dasein: 
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 This concept is conventionally translated as mood or attunement. Due to the closeness with the Swedish 
word Stämning I leave it untranslated. 
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Als modale Kategorie der Vorhandenheit bedeutet Möglichkeit das noch nicht Wirkliche und das 

nicht jemals Notwendige. Sie charakterisiert das nur Mögliche. Sie ist ontologisch niedriger als 

Wirklichkeit und Notwendigkeit. Die Möglichkeit als Existenzial dagegen ist die ursprüngliche 

und letzte positive ontologische Bestimmtheit des Daseins [As a modal category of objective 

presence, possibility means what is not yet real and what’s not always necessary. It characterizes 

what is only possible. It is ontologically less than reality and necessity. The possibility as an 

existential premise on the other hand is the most primordial and the ultimate positive ontological 

determination of Dasein] (Heidegger 1927, 143-144). 

Beyond the fact that Dasein has and is all its possibilities, it is also, on another level, the 

“possibility of possibilities”, since it has an ontological locus in Being. Arising from the 

Being-of-possibilities Dasein expresses its content of how it is, i.e. how we understand 

ourselves and our world. It understands itself through what is possible, and since it is nothing 

necessary or imperative, it is more than what it expressively is: it is potentiality (Heidegger 

1927, 145). This existential, foundational idea neglects any prescribed components of 

obligation to our existence – we have no personal obligation when coming into existence. 

Furthermore it rejects prescribed and real necessity – we may always recapture our essential 

possibilities in order to reshape our current, seemingly imperative everyday life. Heidegger 

does not see a singular true way of Dasein, nor does he consider the present in any higher 

regards than what is possible; the possible is more essential than what is momentarily real. 

This section of the work concentrates on the vital premise of the immensely multiple, which 

allows for a diverse existence and verbalization of this existence. This will be followed by a 

recapitulation of the essential features of the grammatical moods. They are depicting 

categories of explicit possibility. We concluded that since the categories practically do not 

have an evident, self-denoting function they display an ambivalence to capture their 

prescribed, on the one hand neutral/factual content, on the other hand ideal/fictional content. 

They inconsequently display neutral, factual, ideal, hypothetical, etc. content which raised the 

question regarding point of reference: through what can the grammatical moods be 

understood? What constitutes grammatical moods as mood? Following a heideggerian view, 

my proposed answer is that our way of describing the world and its imaginable manifold 

conceptions arises from the premises of coming into existence through a Being of the outmost 

possible. We see the grammatical moods and their content as articulated outlooks of how the 

world may be described and engaged in – and ultimately of how the world is. As beings we 

understand these descriptions due to our a priori understanding of possible manners in which 

the world may unfold. The grammatical moods are verbalized inherent existential premises. 
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The concept of the-Being-of-possibilities is the foundational third dimension of both depth 

and background to our conventional descriptive manner of the world. Thus even the 

possibility to imagine a hypothetical statement is due to the imagination of the multiple, 

prescribed to consciousness and inherent in Dasein 

What does this reading mean? I argued that the grammatical moods stem from essential 

possibility of dimensional description. This means that all statements, all propositions, are 

steeped through a language which is, in itself, never pure, logical or descriptive; it is always 

modeled.
28

 Although we may express factual relationships through our language, language 

itself may never be defined by the factual claims it makes. It is a diverse and inherently 

manifold medium, which is why it enables us to postulate claims of (objective) logical, 

consequential truth through for example the indicative. Through its conventional moods, 

language lets us depict imaginative matters, matters of hypothesis, ideas about ideality, etc. In 

the end these, as uttered aspects of inherent possibility, harmonize with our own 

consciousness and existential situation as beings. Consequently we here see the grammatical 

moods as a channeled palate of the world’s depiction, a depiction which actually is how the 

world shows itself, how it is and how it appears to us. 

* 

The discussion of grammatical moods and the discussion regarding deontic modality/the 

imperative mood differ from another. Deontic modality and the imperative are social notions, 

essentially used by beings in the light of Being – they are practically used by the beings to 

make actions happen. The grammatical moods, on the other hand, are categories of uttered 

possibility, who are there to express and describe our existential horizon; categories which 

cannot be claimed to be primarily social. The grammatical moods are outlooks for the beings, 

i.e. they put the beings in a certain existential situation, or they are used by the beings to 

portray the world in a certain way. They are not social or performative, like deontic modality 

and the imperative. They are rather declarative: they make possible different worldly 

outlooks. To help make this distinction clearer we bring back our understanding of the modal 

adverbs. We said that they are different from deontic modality and the imperative in regards 
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 This goes against the view of for example Palmer, who proposes the idea that language mustn’t necessarily 

be modal (Palmer 2001, 7). According to our arguments, we cannot open up for this proposition: language is 
always modal since it is connected to Being’s fundamentality of being modal. Thus language use expresses a 
varying degree of modality, but is essentially always steeped through an inherently modal language. This 
language is all what we have; it is all that we may imagine it to be. 
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to point of reference: the modal adverbs refer to a non-subjective source. Here instead we 

propose that they, in this sense, are alike the grammatical moods – they also refer to an 

overlaying concept of a multiple Being. 

How is this shown and how does it work? Firstly, the modal adverbs affect a whole statement 

by enclosing it into a certain outlook: He is certainly home; she is possibly at school; we are 

necessarily obliged to do that; they are perhaps gone, etc. What they refer to is not a 

subjective opinion, i.e. there is no reference of a subject, nor of a group, visible in modal 

adverbial statements – they are all saying: it is (modal adverb) the case that…. Naturally we 

still understand the statement’s reference of probability, certainty, necessity and ambiguity 

even though there is no subjectivity involved.
29

 They refer a certain outlook, a certain mood, 

of which all correspond to a notion that has inherently multiple content of possibility – we 

associated this concept to be “the-Being-of-possibilities”. Secondly, the modal adverbs 

presuppose an “it”, something that signifies their modal content, without which a modal 

adverb like “certainly” would just be an empty word. We previously concluded that this 

notion is possibly a rule or a state, i.e. it is a state or a rule that makes the statement to be 

certainly/possibly/necessarily/perhaps the case. Here we go deeper.  

The necessity of a reference, a constitutive “it”, is most visible when we translate each 

adverbial clause to: it is the case that…, i.e. “it” states that it is 

certainly/possibly/necessarily/perhaps the case that…. “It” is the starting point and reference 

of the adverbial modal outlook. The pronoun is also inherently bound to the verb to be – we 

may even say that they belong together: an it is-clause only aims to emphasize the presence of 

the verb, for which “it” is the constitutive what.
30

 Exemplified this would mean that the 

simple clause: it is, is semantically only saying is + copula. Essentially the pronoun “it” in the 

sentence announces the ontological component of the verb, the essential what of the verb: 

what is? It is. The pronoun we see as the signifier of the otherwise empty verb to be, it gives 

existential denotation. The signifier on the other hand is nothing more than the content that 

it’s signifying, i.e. that which is. This take on the pronoun attaches it to the existential premise 
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 We may certainly see the exemplified statements as similar to modal verbs – and this is how they are 
normally understood – but to be consequent we do not mix them together: modality is directly intertwined 
with a subject and indirectly with Being; modal adverbs are directly intertwined with Being and indirectly 
intertwined with a subject. 
30

 Practically this idea has a presence in language. For example in Spanish you only use the verb ser (to be) 
when stating it is-clauses: Es lunes [it’s Monday], ¿qué hora es? [what time is it?] es el cinco de mayo [it’s may 
fifth]. We may argue that our Germanic it is only a substitutive signifier of the verb. However, we may also say 
that by saying: Monday is; what time is?; may fifth is, etc. we are also presupposing the indirect reference of 
the verb’s constitution, i.e. the “it”. 
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of Being, which Heidegger sees as the constitutive what and which in the end make up for and 

enables all modal content. 

“It” is present in the above clauses, even though it is not visibly so: he is certainly home; she 

is possibly at school; we are necessarily obliged to do that; they are perhaps gone, etc. These 

verbs together with a modal adverb refer an underlying notion of worldly depiction, 

something that we in a heideggerian sense may see as always implying an “it”. What makes 

us understand the probability, the hypothetical in the expressions, is our confirmative 

imagination of the statement: the case is certainly/possibly/necessary/perhaps that of…. The 

constitutive component of the modal adverbs, the constitutive what in a heideggerian sense, 

we propose to be implied by the always, if not formally then informally notion “it”: “it” is the 

grammatical form of Being’s signifying effect; we understand probability, possibility, 

uncertainty, etc. in a modal adverbial sense due to this Being-of-possibilities. If we are to 

follow through with our modal ontological outlook we need to say this. “It” is always implied, 

something we notice due to our comprehension of the referred adverbial modality. Thus 

conjugated, the verb to be is a pronoun: in its modal adverbial use it signifies the point of 

reference of its own origin. As a pronoun it signifies a notion, i.e. any notion. To be is 

furthermore only a copula. It only confirms the relationship between two notions, and through 

the adverbial, it does so in modal forms. Through a presupposed “it”, the modality of the 

adverbs acquires signification. 

The spectrum of the existential verb to be is immense. We may be in certain ways, in a certain 

depiction or mood of the world; we may present notions, concept, statuses, etc. through what 

we call modal adverbs. But their display has a locus in the same manner as the grammatical 

moods does, which we naturally closely connect to the modal adverbs. They depict, present, 

tell and imply the world in the ways that it (also) is – always in aspects of all that may be. 

* 

In Being and time Heidegger notes that with his present examination he is not able to go into 

the individual forms of modality and their correspondence with the overall notion of 

Stimmung (Heidegger 1927, 138). With the last paragraph in mind we opened up the 

possibility of describing the world through the grammatical and the ontological. I suggested 

that this may be the ideal way to understand the full depth of linguistic mood. In the following 
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we further this approach by adopting the Stimmung notion into our analysis. The proposed 

view refers directly to the correspondence that Heidegger sought but did not establish. 

Dasein’s outlook stems from essential possibility. At the same time it is an outlook into an 

already modeled world, a world which is not unchangeably cemented. Our presence and 

experience of our surroundings changes the world; conversely it changes us. The momentarily 

atmosphere in which I find myself existing is what Heidegger’s term refers us to:  Stimmung 

is enclosed Being-in-the-world, it is a modeled way of presence and into such an evocative 

world we are engaged (Heidegger 1927, 136). Thus Stimmung is most coherently understood 

in this everyday use: it’ is a notion through which we refer to an (unknown but felt) 

atmosphere, in which we are entangled. I may be in a good mood, in a bad mood, in a 

perplexed or sad mood, but I am always in a mood. Stimmung makes it clear how something 

is and is not; it shows an aspect of what is possible. The everyday sense of the term depicts 

and confirms the ontological premise of presence [Befindlichkeit]. The term is an ontic 

approach to exemplify an ontological notion. 

In Being and time Heidegger gives proposals to what may change our mood, i.e. our 

momentarily Stimmung. Naturally we may come up with a range of Stimmung changing 

categories, of which the most self-explanatory may be of objective character: I see something, 

I feel something, I eat something, and it puts me in another Stimmung – the overall common 

component is the sensorial factor (Heidegger 1927, 142). In experiencing fear, one category 

Heidegger connects with inner-world modality, we (momentarily) shape the world according 

to fear’s Stimmung. This, Heidegger says, is shaping the world into a state that it (also) is 

(Heidegger 1927, 141). Fear, happiness, shame, melancholy, etc. – these are modal features 

immanent in our experience of the world and are incited through approached confrontation. 

Due to Stimmung’s presence we linguistically utter modal features of the world in the light of 

it. We are using grammatical modality to refer to the modality of the world: ontic experiences 

provoke linguistic formulations. Grammatical modality becomes a way to signify the state in 

which we are when we are uttering certain (sensorial) experiences. I hereby depict an idea of 

how modality is linguistically incited due to Dasein’s own inner-worldly confrontations with 

its modal provoking objects. 

But no modal provoking objects are universal. Thus language is highly incoherent in the 

expression of modality. Some may have many distinct forms to signify certain modal contents 

– we saw that some languages have picked up factors of fear or doubt to indicate uncertainty 
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or signs of worry; this is experienced modality with acquired grammatical form. Some 

languages have disciplined worldly experienced modal features into distinct grammatical 

moods or grammatical modality – here we ought to remember Arabic’s energetic mood, how 

are we to present the factual other than emphatically? –; some have other ways to express the 

same content. Some languages may use modality as a way to indirectly recall the experience – 

the use of adverbs certainly aims to recapture the real sensorial experience –; others have 

linguistically lost the formal modal implications due to incoherent use or obsolete semantic 

signification. The heideggerian theorem engages worlds into words.  

What does this interpretation suggest? Above all it suggests that our language, i.e. our modal 

language and the modality expressed through it, was first and foremost steeped through 

sensorial modality that has been consciously experienced in the world. Our linguistic modality 

must be seen as uttered aspects of our engaging in the world. We apprehend modal statements 

due to consciousness’s recognition – a recognition that is ultimately prescribed to 

consciousness through existential premises, like the imagination of plural possibility, i.e. 

plural modal depictions of the world.  

Our theoretic outline is only a suggestion, a suggestion to how a heideggerian reading of 

grammatical terms ought to look. In the section above we may be said to have engaged in an 

essayistic approach, i.e. a try through curiosity. The essay has combined concrete linguistic 

practices with the ontological, essential concept of how the world is experienced and engaged. 

We may very well continue to argue for an intertwined relationship, in which the grammatical 

follows the ontological, in which the grammatically modal follows the ontologically modal, a 

relationship between the grammatical modal expressions and their origin, etc. This, however, 

is an immense study and something which may be done another time; here I only aimed to 

outline some foundation for furtherance. 

2.3. Merleau-Ponty 

2.3.1. Continuation: intersubjective communication 

In the last section I argued for and showed how a phenomenological relationship between 

grammatical mood and ontological mood may look. This relationship was proposed and 

consequently grammatical mood is comprehended and uttered in the light of Dasein. This was 

first exemplified through Heidegger’s notion the one, which we interpreted as exhortative and 

a direct correspondence to deontic modality and the imperative mood. Heidegger assisted us 
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by giving us ontology, a foundational framework with locus in Being. However, he lacks a 

firm analysis on language’s own intersubjective and transitional expressive aspects. Up until 

this point we have only viewed how we as beings are acted upon through other notions. In the 

phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty the personal manner of speaking is extensively 

developed. It complements our task by stressing the intertwined roles ontology and 

subjectivity share with regard to language. In the end, the ontological aspects of mood and 

modality cannot be spoken of without including the expressive, ontic ones. 

Together with Husserl and Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty is reckoned as one of the most 

influential thinkers of the 20
th

 century. As a phenomenologist he continued the work on 

consciousness and lived reality, developing the husserlian tradition further. In significant 

ways he expanded its focal objects and revitalized it for further studies in the later part of the 

century. By giving the cogito a body his theories count as fundaments for later social sciences, 

like Sociology and Gender Studies. As so far as language is concerned, he adopted husserlian, 

heideggerian and saussurean notions; these he, however, radicalized by stressing the 

expressive act of speaking, a notion he saw as a vital deficiency in earlier phenomenology 

(Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, 90). 

Up until this point we the focus has been on how ontological mood grounds the grammatical 

expressed mood. Here I suggest how communication between subjects is made through this 

premise. I want to indicate and put into focus the specific language that is their medium. In 

order to give one such focus, let us evoke the earlier outline regarding Austin’s language acts 

and compare these to a phenomenological view. We saw the imperative as a performative 

mood, a mood different from the declarative indicative and subjunctive. In this section we 

explore its performativity. We commence by demarcating Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy from 

his inspirers, where after we may see his linguistic inquiry in a clearer light. Questions as 

regards Merleau-Ponty are:  How is the expressive side of language to be understood? 

According to Merleau-Ponty, how do we act through and with language? 

* 

Throughout his works, Merleau-Ponty emphasized man’s particular position in the world, not 

as a part of the world, but as consciousness in the world.  Most notably he did so in his most 

famous work Phenomenology of Perception, with which he challenged psychological and 

scientific norms of the time in radical ways. Still, he did not publish a distinct work on 
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language. He put out his thoughts in extracts and drafts which do not always rise to the level 

of coherent theory. In Phenomenology of Perception language is reckoned as a phenomenon, 

but there is no inquiry of it on. He also never worked with clause or sentence analysis, thereby 

neglecting a linguistic micro perspective. However what Merleau-Ponty aimed to do was a 

unification of saussurean linguistic results and phenomenological insights, here summarized 

by the Merleau-Ponty connoisseur Ilina Gregori:
31

 

Husserls Idee der logischen Untersicht sowie der weniger berücksichtige Hinweis auf die 

„sprachliche Verleiblichung“ einerseits, und Saussures Erklärung der Sprache als System und des 

sprachlichen Zeichens als relationale Entität andererseits, sollen ausgearbeitet, weiterentwickelt 

und letzten Endes vereinigt werden [Husserl’s idea regarding the logical under-view as well as the 

lesser considered reference to the “linguistic incarnation” on the one hand, and Saussure’s 

elucidation of language as a system and of the linguistic symbol as a relational entity on the other 

hand, were to be elaborated, further developed and ultimately unified] (Gregori 1977, 80).  

Similarly to Husserl and Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty accused the linguists of having looked 

past vital aspects of language: “when we speak we do not think about it as the linguist does; 

we do not even think about it – we think about what we are saying. […] There is not thought 

and language (Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, 18).” He expresses a unifying idea, in which 

language becomes inseparable from the context and in which there is no possibility of an 

isolated linguistic study.  

Merleau-Ponty was deeply influenced by Husserl’s works – he is reckoned as one of the most 

eminent Husserl connoisseurs. Like Heidegger he adopted Husserl’s notion on consciousness 

as singular and deeply bound with the experienced world – the world is the reference of 

consciousness (Gregori 1977, 19). This relates them and contrasts them from the earlier 

natural sciences, who viewed consciousness as a part of the world, with no unique or 

foundational outlook. Husserl influenced Merleau-Ponty by giving him consciousness as focal 

point in his linguistic inquiry: to understand its full form, one needs to study the indirect 

premises of language (Gregori 1977, 45). Ultimately however Merleau-Ponty developed 

linguistic theories that are far away from Husserl’s logical investigations. Amongst other he 

discarded linguistic universality – the “logic” of language differs from era to era and place to 

place, with no claim of inner sensible coherency. 
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 He saw the linguistic embrace of saussurean notions as a way to emphasize the subject, a way for the 
linguists to overcome the empiric anchoring. In the end this also inspired his own ideas on the matter. 
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In comparison to Heidegger it is possible to find much common ground. They share an 

ontological focal point in that they have similar notions of Being, Dasein and the-Being-in-

the-world. Before going into Merleau-Ponty’s thoughts on language, these remarks regarding 

foundational common outlooks between him and Heidegger can be made: Merleau-Ponty also 

differentiates between authenticity as well as inauthenticity in regards to language, holding 

the poetic language as the authentic; by Merleau-Ponty we also acquire a close connection 

between Being and grammatical mood, between ontological language and expressed 

language; Merleau-Ponty’s idea of institutionalization is closely connected to Heidegger’s 

notion of the one; Heidegger’s term Rede [talk] is similar to Merleau-Ponty’s term le langage  

parlant [the speaking word], etc. 

2.3.2. Language as living: the speech act and the speaking word 
The first attempt to turn the phenomenological attention towards the speaking subject was 

done by Hendrik Josephus Pos.32 According to Merleau-Ponty the former attempts to analyze 

language have all missed the distinctive speech act, an act in which all aspects of language – 

grammar, semantics, pragmatics, ontology, etc. – cooperate (Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, 

82). Inherently the speech act has expressive potential according to Merleau-Ponty; a sincere 

analysis of language needs to take note of its expressivity.33 

Due to the ontological concepts Dasein, Being and the-being-in-the-world one may get the 

impression that Heidegger and the other phenomenologists have forgotten the acting and 

living individual. Although the living subject also acquired attention by Heidegger, it was 

Merleau-Ponty who was innovative on the matter. The personal and essential need to speak is 

an important and crucial argument for him. This implies that language is an aspect of our 

person, of our nature and our origination, and cannot be seen as a detached means of 

communication (Gregori 1977, 112). By speaking we are living. Through this act we are 
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 H.J. Pos was a Dutch philosopher who was active in the beginning of the 20
th

 century. He was a student of 
both Husserl and Antoine Meillet and was at an early age considered to be prominent in both philosophy and 
linguistics. In his dissertation from 1922 he explicitly reflected upon the logical, essential conditions of 
linguistics. He affirmed Husserl’s idea that language needs to be studied together with its user i.e. man. This 
was the first attempt to address language through husserlian notions. In the end however, Pos was neither able 
to develop a theory of his own, nor to be consistent in his arguments (for more see Pos’ Zur Logik der 
Sprachwissenschaft). 
33

 ”Given that language is defined as representing our ideas or things, how exactly does this work? What 
precisely does ‘represent’ here mean? Plato, for instance, says words ‘imitate’ the conceptual forms. Aristotle 
says language ‘symbolizes’ mental experience. Locke says it ‘signifies’ our ideas. Yes, but what do those words 
mean? Philosophers have found it notoriously difficult to specify these terms without begging the question 
(Hass 2008, 195).” Merleau-Ponty goes about this problem by referring us to a deep, intertwined relationship 
with Being, Dasein and the-Being-in-the-world. In the end he does not accept the problem since it refers 
expressions to the speaker without including the world in which the expression took place. 
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sharing our essential features: speaking is not (just) communicating words, it is 

communicating ourselves. Due to this personal need, we cannot be said to be determined by 

the context, the modeled world in which we live – we possess an inherent possibility to utter 

change. 

Still, Merleau-Ponty does not see speaking as something planned. We are aroused to speak. 

The context is deeply intertwined with speech stimulation, provocation and production. The 

context in which we speak speaks to and though us and hence mediates itself through us: ”It is 

language which makes possible that aesthetic distance between myself and the world through 

which I can speak about the world and the world can speak through me (Merleau-Ponty, 

O'Neill 1974, xL).” The distinct speech is therefore enclosed from exterior, analytical 

comprehension. It is private; it appears in the speech act and elapses when (logical) awareness 

enters. It is a moment of clarity, so to say. We are influenced by the instantaneous moment 

like how musicians are inflamed by theirs. This is what allows Merleau-Ponty to see language 

as something continuous and living, not as something we may put into use in the ways we 

like. We have a personal and existential need for it, but we cannot decide how to use it. This 

allows us even to develop the notion: language has (a certain) agency. 

How does agency as regards language work? How are we to formulate and notice it? Merleau-

Ponty argues that through speaking we often come up with new insights and formulate us 

differently from what we had intended. This must not be regarded as being disordered, 

inattentive, etc. We must acknowledge that language influences us, acts upon us. The type of 

speech he sees as the inspiration to such utterances is the speaking word. This is the creative 

side of language, ”which creates itself through its expressive acts” (Merleau-Ponty et al. 1973, 

10).Through it we put thoughts into words and words into thoughts: 

It is worth emphasizing that Merleau-Ponty’s view isn’t that thought just is language, but rather 

that prior to becoming acquired, thought and language, idea and word are reciprocally intertwined 

(Hass 2008, 179). 

The other, uncreative side of language he calls le langage parlé (the spoken word). This is 

language as institutionalized, as sedimented.34 This is language as uninspiring and also 
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 This shouldn’t be read as a mirroring of Saussure’s famous distinction between la langue and la parole. 
Conversely Merleau-Ponty here criticizes Saussure: both la langue and la parole neglect the expressive act of 
language. La langue is seen as a fixed, inaccessible part of our vocabulary and la parole as the institutionalized 
aspect of it. Nowhere does Saussure acknowledge language’s own creative agency.   
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language as the linguists are studying it, he says. It is the public language; it is the disciplined 

and disciplining language. 

The notion of expressive language, language as speaking word, is what allows us to give 

language agency: “We are the language we are talking about (Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, 

xxxix).” Merleau-Ponty harmonizes this idea with other aspects of his philosophy: “It is 

through our body that we can speak of the world because the world in turn speaks to us 

through the body (Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, xxxix).” Through art, sports or sights – 

through moving and experiencing – we become enraptured in expressive speech: ”Thus things 

are said and are thought by a Speech and a Thought which we do not have but which has us 

(Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, 19).” In this sense, we see the heideggerian ontological 

connection language has, as well as how it communicates its inspiring agency: we live in 

language, we live language, language utters us, we utter language, etc. We may halt this 

intertwined continuation and decipher it into three concepts: we have the individual, who has 

a need to speak; we have language that provides the possibility to speak – but is not 

determined by this act of providing – and is accounted to be a correlate of this need; and we 

have a modeled world, which is the antecedent of language and in the end also a priori us. 

What does this imply and how does it affect the focus we have on mood and modality? Let us 

take this conception of language and compare it to the speech acts developed by Austin. In his 

sense we are acting by uttering certain phrases in certain contexts. The idea is to extend this 

one-dimensional view of the language act with the help of Merleau-Ponty’s take on the 

concept. Austin extended the notion that language may be used as more than just reports. It 

may be used as a performance. With Merleau-Ponty, we will argue that language is not used 

to perform; we must see language as a part of the performing just as much as the individual is 

a part of that performing. 

* 

”Language is much more like a sort of being than a means, and that is why it can present 

something to us so well (Merleau-Ponty, O'Neill 1974, 40).” This means that we need to 

realize and accept language’s opaqueness if we want to understand it. Merleau-Ponty faces us 

with a linguistic theory that deprives us of full insight and autonomy: although we always 

mean to say something, this might be lost or acquired the minute we try to say it. This is 

language acting without our intention, it is a language act. This definition, we shall claim, 
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mirrors that of Austin. We here compare their thoughts on the matter in order to reconnect to 

the beginning of this essay, where we were said to be the linguistic agents. 

According to Austin we act with language. According to Merleau-Ponty we are also acted 

upon by language. This is more than just a striking metaphor. Austin gave us expansion 

through implication: by acting with language we imply modality detached from its 

grammatical form, i.e. what he called a directive. We exhort, question, tell, accuse, etc. as 

agents, with language as a tool directed through respective modal form, i.e. the status of our 

proposition. Thus we understood that modality goes past its grammatical signifier and is 

implicit by use of language par excellence. According to Merleau-Ponty we rather understand 

modality as implied by language par excellence. If we keep the non-anthropocentrical 

constitutive aspects of language in mind, we as utterer enforce propositions in the light of 

these ontological notions, i.e. the modeled world, language’s evoking demand, etc. We are in 

need of language and we are thereby needed to accept language’s own agency, its own form 

of coming to us. Thus we do not understand language in Austin’s sense, where it is a 

detached, controlled medium of action. We see a “language act” as an individual in regardless 

need to act through language; in the end he is let to act. 

By using Austin’s own examples, we will try to show these points. I name this ship the Queen 

Elisabeth, I give and bequeath my watch to my brother and I bet you sixpence it will rain 

tomorrow (Austin et al. 1976, 5). Austin argues that by stating these we are not simply 

making statements in indicative that refer to distinct events – the statements are the events. 

But who is making the statements? In Austin’s theory, the relationship between speaker-

subject and what she/he is saying is assumed to be one-to-one: we need to speak correctly; we 

express our full intention in the speech-act. However, if the statement would be incoherent, if 

we were to say something which we did not mean to say, it would still be binding. Thus I 

argue that the factual agency is not to be found in the speaker-subject – we still need to stick 

to what we said even if we said it wrongly. I say that the factual agency of Austin’s examples, 

the decisive factor of the action, does not lie in the proclaimer, the utterer of the sentence, but 

in language itself. In the act of naming a ship, what we may say becomes its name; the same 

goes for betting or bequeathing. If we say something we have not directly intended – we may 

be taken by the moment, we may be distracted by the context or by other speech implications 

– it still becomes the statement. If I (accidently) name the ship Queen Mary instead of Queen 

Elisabeth, then – if Austin wholeheartedly stays true to his theory – the ship will be named 

Queen Mary. These language events will be remembered as mistakes; the actor was not 
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playing his role. This is not the power of our actions with language; this is the power of 

language. If we sign something, if we agree to something, it is still said and agreed no matter 

what we wanted to write or agree to.
35

 Regardless of the context affecting our concentration, 

we need to speak. Like other linguists, Austin’s main fault is that he is counting on a perfect 

speaker (Ernst 2011, 157). By adapting a wider perspective we see that there is no such thing. 

In various ways we have looked at the notion of the performative, which we associated with 

statements in imperative. In a phenomenological sense we may conclusively say that my 

performative utterance presupposes a range of foundational components, to the point where I 

as subject become imperceptible. I name, I bet, I state – but thereby I do not necessarily act 

independently. We have a need to act and we satisfy this need through language, and it can 

affect us in unexpected manners. My naming, my betting and my stating and I are in high 

regards bound to and decided upon by language. Similar to how the user of deontic modality 

and the imperative mediate agency were made possible through other notions, we say that the 

performative acts of Austin’s examples are essentially bound to the ontological notion of 

expressivity. 

We stay true to our phenomenological perspective and emphasize the agentive role language 

has. Starting out in linguistics, we have expanded every notion in regards to grammatical 

mood and modality by bringing the ontological aspects into focus. I have tried to show the 

cloudy and unclear implications inherent in terms through the interpretations of 

phenomenologists. 

3. Conclusion 
The overall aim of the essay was to cast new light upon and interpret the term linguistic mood 

in a new manner. This was done by going through traditional linguistic methods, extracting 

and intersecting the philosophical notions that the science of language itself hinted at. Our 

focus was ontological implications. Through and through we kept our focus on the essential 

parts of grammatical mood and modality, which raised questions of origin. In the second 

analytical part we approached these questions through phenomenological traditions. This was 
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 These examples of signing and agreeing are referring to scenarios in which we have no forced contextual 
boundaries. For example: if I had a gun to my head and were forced to sign a document, I would not be legally 
bound to fulfill it; naturally – most obviously due to the intense, enclosed scenario – there is no expressive 
speech arising here. However, if I freely bet, name or bequeath ( if I am, in deceive moments, free and open to 
immediate impulses coming from the speaking word) and do these things unintentionally falsely, I’m bound to 
the results. 
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another aim of the essay; we wanted to depict the grammatical term through the works of 

phenomenologists. We argued for the notion’s ontological reference, a reference which was 

absent in the linguistic discourse.  

Our initial idea was that the traditional approach to our notion was done in a manner that 

omits fundamental aspects of it; it puts it into a framework which is ultimately unfit to explain 

the whole notion. Conclusively we may say that this statement was confirmed. The 

philosophers proved themselves to be complementary in the search and thus we developed a 

deeper understanding of where the linguistic categories depart. Our reading had as a premise 

that language implies – there are direct non-linguistic notions insinuated by language itself. 

Of these, mood and modality may be seen as examples. Moreover, the overall questions of the 

essay, questions regarding point of reference, ontological status, dependence, premises and 

essential content, may be said to be answered: a line with a phenomenological reading, the 

notions mood and modality present direct ontological implications; they insinuate deeper 

thoughts on how the world relates to us. The ontological implications were necessitated by the 

terms themselves, wherefore we may be said to have gone from linguistic, to phenomenology 

and in the end back to linguistics. 

By using the philosophers in the phenomenological tradition as inspirational base, the present 

study gave at least three suggestions of grammatical mood’s connections with ontology. 

These are: understanding the grammatical mood and the modal adverbs through the 

phenomenological notion Dasein and Being; the imperative and deontic modality’s immediate 

implication of the existential notion the one, and the concept of performative sentences as 

being related to the ontological, expressive part of language, i.e. the speaking word. The essay 

makes no claim of thorough fulfillment, but rather of laying foundation and suggests that 

similar studies ought to be engaged. 
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