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Abstract

In this paper we investigate the interface between
the semantics and the discourse functions of the
Italian modal adjective possibile (‘possible’) in a
corpus of economic-financial news. The aim is to
show how a context-dependent semantic analysis
of the adjective sheds light on the distinctive role
played by possibile at a discourse level, in
particular with respect to the inference of
argumentative rhetorical relations. Adopting the
framework of Relative Modality we have analysed
possibile through the annotation of 222
occurrences as a relational operator linking the

prejacent proposition to another set of
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propositions (conversational backgrounds) which
is saturated in the situational or discourse context
of utterance focusing on the different roles played
by its predicative and attributive constructions. It
has turned out that the two constructions impose
different constraints on the saturation of the

conversational backgrounds.
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Notes

1. The project entitled “Modality in

2.

argumentation. A semantic argumentative
study of predictions in Italian economic-
financial newspapers” has been supported by
the Swiss National Science Foundation (Grant:
100012-120740/1) from 2008 to 2011.
Although the whole paper has been the result
of a continuous process of interaction between
the two authors, Andrea Rocci is the main
responsible of Sects. 1, 2 and 4.1-4.3, while
Elena Musi of Sects. 3, 4.4, 4.5 and 5.

The ample gamut of discourse analytical works
broadly based on Systemic-Functional
Linguistic are the typical example of this
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paradigm-based strategy, a very successful
illustration being Martin and White’s (2005)
Appraisal Theory. While these works can still
provide valuable insights for understanding
communicative strategies in discourse, we
believe that they suffer, in terms of depth and
precision, because of the lack of consideration
for the contextual processes of meaning
construction that bridges the gulf between
linguistic meanings and discourse
representations. Such a limitation seems to be

inherent to the design of these studies.

. On the corpus annotation of modal
conversational backgrounds see Rubinstein et
al. (2013).

. The main reason why the tri-partition is
imperfect is the possibility of anankastic
readings of necessity modals that we find, for
instance, in (a) To be elected president of the
USA, one must be a’ natural born citizen’ or (b)
Plants need light and water to survive.
Anankastic necessity concerns the necessary
conditions of the realization either of a possible
institutional state of affairs, as in (a), or of a
possible natural state of affairs, as in (b). They
do not fit either alethic or deontic modality,
despite being related to both. It is unclear
whether it makes sense to speak of anankastic
possibility (a term in itself oxymoric sounding).
We leave the issue to a future in depth
discussion and ignore anakastics for the

purposes of this paper.



5. Consider purely institutional states of affairs
(like ‘being elected President of the USA’) and
the constitutive rules that put them into being
(as opposed to the regulative rules that can
lead natural actions). Suppose that it turns out
that someone was not eligible as U.S.
president, because he/she was not a natural
born citizen. In this context, the election is not
simply illegal, it is also null. In a sense, the
“elected” has never been truly elected. In
these cases there seem to be a complete

coincidence of deontic and alethic modalities.

6. Financial news reports are, for the most part,
written in what Martin and White (2005: 168-
169) call a reporter voice: that is they do not
contain explicit judgment, unless this
judgment is attributed to external sources.
Financial news articles are not strictly
speaking, news reports, as they routinely
exhibit the kind of complex argumentative
structures we have exemplified in Fig. 1 in
Sect. 4.3 in order to support evaluative and
predictive opinions (cf. Miecznikowski et al.
2011). Yet, they sharply differ from editorials
and other opinion pieces characterized by a
commentator voice (Martin and White 2005:
173) because financial reporters never take
explicit and full responsibility for the opinions
being upheld nor for the arguments upholding
them, attributing them instead to expert
sources, to insiders, to the common doxa of
investors, or to the unfathomable hive-mind of
The Market.



References

Barone-Adesi G (2002) The role of inside
information. Financial disclosure and value
creation. In: Russ-Mohland S, Fengler S (eds)
Business journalism, corporate communications,
and newsroom management. Universita della

Svizzera ltaliana, Lugano, pp 63-68

Biber D, Johansson S, Leech G, Conrad S, Finegan
E (1999) Longman grammar of spoken and

written English. Longman, London

Bloor T, Pindi M (1990) Schematic structures in
economic forecasts. In: Dudley-Evans T,
Henderson W (eds) The language of economics:
the analysis of economics discourse. Modern
English Publications in Association with the
British Council, pp 55-66

Coates ] (1995) The expression of root and
epistemic possibility in English. In: Bybee |,
Fleishmann S (eds) Modality in grammar and
discourse. Benjamins, Amsterdam, pp 55-66

DelLazero OE (2011) On the semantics of modal
adjectives. University of Pennsylvania working

papers in linguistics, vol 17, no 1, pp 87-94

van Eemeren FH, Grootendorst R, Francisca

Snoeck Henkemans A (2002) Argumentation:



analysis, evaluation, presentation. Lawrence

Erlbaum Associates, Mahwah, NJ

Kamp H (1975) Two theories about adjectives. In:
Keenan EL (ed) Formal semantics of natural
language. Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, pp 123-155

Kamp H, Partee B (1995) Prototype theory and
compositionality. Cognition 57(2):129-191

Kratzer A (1981) The notional category of
modality. In: Eikmeyer H-J, Rieser H (eds) Words,
worlds, and context. Walter de Gruyter, Berlin, pp
38-74

Kratzer A (1991) Modality. In: von Stechow A,
Wunderlich D (eds) Semantics: an international
handbook of contemporary research. Walter de
Gruyter, Berlin, pp 639-650

Kratzer A (2012) Modality and conditionals: new
and revised perspectives. Oxford University

Press, Oxford

Martin JR, White PRR (2005) The language of
evaluation: appraisal in English. Palgrave
Mcmillan, New York

Merlini L (1983) Gli atti del discorso economico:

La previsione. status illocutorio e modelli



linguistici nel testo inglese. Universita di Parma,

Parma, Edizioni Zara

Miecznikowski ] (2011) Construction types and
argumentative functions of possibility modals:
evidence from Italian. In: van Eemeren FH,
Garssen B, Godden D, Mitchell G (eds)
Proceedings of the 7th conference of the
international society for the study of
argumentation. Rozenberg/SicSat, Amsterdam,
pp 1284-1297

Miecznikowski J, Rocci A, Zlatkova G (2011)
“L’argumentation dans la presse économique et
financiere italienne” (= Forum fuer
Fachsprachen-Forschung). In: Gauthier Laurent
(ed) Les discours de la bourse et de la finance.
Frank und Timme, Berlin, pp 65-83

Miecznikowski, J, Rocci A, Zlatkova G (2013) Le
funzioni inferenziali e polifoniche dell’avverbio
epistemico italiano forse. In: Pirazzini D,
Schiemann A (eds) Dialogizitat in der
Argumentation. Eine multidisziplinare
Betrachtung. Bonner Romanistische Arbeiten
108, Peter Lang, Frankfurt a. M., 201-230

Moeschler | (1989) Modélisation du dialogue.
Représentation de I'inférence argumentative.

Paris, Hermes

Moeschler | (1996) Théorie pragmatique et



pragmatique conversationnelle. Armand Colin,

Paris

Moeschler |, Jayez ], Kozlowska M, Luscher J-M, de
Saussure L, Sthioul B (1998) Le temps des
événements. Pragatique de la référence

temporelle. Editions Kimé, Paris

Moeschler ] (2003) Causality, lexicon and
discourse meaning. Rivista di linguistica
15(2):277-303

Moeschler J, Reboul A (2009) La pragmatique du
discours: dix ans apres. Studia Universitatis
Babes-Bolya - Philologia 64(4):5-28

Partee BH (2007) Compositionality and coercion
in semantics: the dynamics of adjective meaning.
In: Gerlof Bouma et al (eds) Cognitive
foundations of interpretation. Royal Netherlands
Academy of Arts and Sciences, Amsterdam, pp
145-161

Papafragou A (2000) Modality: issues in the
semantics-pragmatics interface. Elsevier,

Amsterdam

Portner P (2009) Modality. Oxford University
Press, Oxford

Reboul A, Moeschler ] (1998) Pragmatique du



discours. Armand Colin, Paris

Rigotti E, Rocci A (2006) Towards a definition of
communication context. Spec Issue Stud
Commun Sci 6(2):155-180

Rocci A (1996) Valori comunicativi della posizione
dell’aggettivo in italiano. L analisi linguistica e
letteraria 3(1):220-284

Rocci A (2008) Modality and its conversational
backgrounds in the reconstruction of
argumentation. Argumentation 22(2):165-189

Rocci A (2010) Modals as indicators of
argumentation. A study of Italian economic-
financial news, L'analisi linguistica e letteraria.
Spec Issue Word Meaning Argumentative
Dialogue 17:577-619

Rocci A (2012) Modality and argumentative
discourse relations: a study of the Italian
necessity modal dovere. ) Pragmat 44(15):2129-
2149

Rocci A (2013) Modal conversational
backgrounds and evidential bases in predictions:
the view from the Italian modals. In: de Saussure
L, Jaszczolt KM (eds) Time: language, cognition
and reality, pp 128-152



Rubinstein A, Hillary H, Elizabeth K, Daniel S,
Graham K, Paul P (2013) Toward fine-grained
annotation of modality in text. In: Proceedings of
the 10th international conference for
computational semantics (IWCS 2013)

Salles M (2001) Hypothese d’'un continuum entre
les adjectifs « modaux » et les adjectifs
qualificatifs. L'Information Grammaticale 88:23-
27

Sperber D, Wilson D (1995) Relevance:

communication and cognition. Blackwell, Oxford

Vendler Z (1967) Linguistics in philosophy.
Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY

Walsh P (2004) Throwing light on prediction:
insights from a corpus of financial news articles.
In: Partington A, Morley J, Haarman L (eds)
Corpora and discourse. Peter Lang, Frankfurt, pp
335-348

Wilson D, Sperber D (2012) Meaning and
relevance. Cambridge University Press,

Cambridge

Author information

Authors and Affiliations



Faculty of Communication Sciences,
Universita de la Svizzera Italiana, Main
Building, Office 352 (Level 3) via Buffi 13,
Lugano, 6904, Switzerland

Andrea Rocci

Faculty of Communication Sciences,
Universita de la Svizzera Italiana, Main
Building, Ufficio 353 (Livello 3) via Buffi 13,
Lugano, 6904, Switzerland

Elena Musi

Corresponding author

Correspondence to Andrea Rocci .

Editor information

Editors and Affiliations

Dept of Linguistics, University of Geneva,
Geneve, Geneve, Switzerland

Joanna Blochowiak

Batiment Landolt, 7th Floor, Univ of Geneva,
Dept of Linguistics, Geneva, Switzerland

Cristina Grisot

Dept. of Psycholinguistics, University of
Geneva Dept. of Psycholinguistics, Geneva,
Switzerland

Stephanie Durrleman

Department of Linguistics, University of
Geneva, Geneve, Geneve, Switzerland

Christopher Laenzlinger

Rights and permissions

Reprints and permissions



mailto:andrea.rocci@usi.ch
https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=SpringerNature&orderBeanReset=true&orderSource=SpringerLink&title=The%20Interface%20Between%20Semantics%20and%20Discourse%20Functions%3A%20Exploring%20the%20Adjective%20Possibile%20in%20a%20Corpus%20of%20Italian%20Financial%20News&author=Andrea%20Rocci%2C%20Elena%20Musi&contentID=10.1007%2F978-3-319-48832-5_21&copyright=Springer%20International%20Publishing%20AG&publication=eBook&publicationDate=2017&startPage=391&endPage=413&imprint=Springer%20International%20Publishing%20AG

Copyright information

© 2017 Springer International Publishing AG

About this chapter

Cite this chapter
Rocci, A., Musi, E. (2017). The Interface Between

Semantics and Discourse Functions: Exploring the
Adjective Possibile in a Corpus of Italian Financial News.
In: Blochowiak, J., Grisot, C., Durrleman, S., Laenzlinger,
C. (eds) Formal Models in the Study of Language.
Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
48832-5 21

RIS¥ .ENW¥ .BIB¥

DOl Published Publisher Name
https://doi.org/10 21 March 2017 Springer, Cham
.1007/978-3-319-

48832-5 21

Print ISBN Online ISBN eBook Packages

978-3-319- 978-3-319- Social Sciences

48831-8 48832-5 Social Sciences
(RO)

Publish with us

Policies and ethics

Search

Search by keyword or author



https://citation-needed.springer.com/v2/references/10.1007/978-3-319-48832-5_21?format=refman&flavour=citation
https://citation-needed.springer.com/v2/references/10.1007/978-3-319-48832-5_21?format=endnote&flavour=citation
https://citation-needed.springer.com/v2/references/10.1007/978-3-319-48832-5_21?format=bibtex&flavour=citation
https://link.springer.com/search?facet-content-type=%22Book%22&package=41176&facet-start-year=2017&facet-end-year=2017
https://link.springer.com/search?facet-content-type=%22Book%22&package=43726&facet-start-year=2017&facet-end-year=2017
https://www.springernature.com/gp/policies/book-publishing-policies

Navigation

Find a journal
Publish with us

Track your research


https://link.springer.com/journals/a/1
https://www.springernature.com/gp/authors
https://link.springernature.com/home/

