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| ABSTRACT 

This article presents a study on the synchronic distributions of interpersonal metaphors of modulation based on the British 

National Corpus (BNC). The synchronic research reveals that interpersonal metaphors of modulation are mode-sensitive to 

written texts. Regarding genre distribution, metaphorical obligations driven by the explicit orientation dominate fiction texts. In 

contrast, the objective orientation drives obligations to be more prevalent in academic texts or more technical genres. The 

objective orientation of metaphorical inclinations is notably prevalent in newspapers and magazines other than academic texts. 

Besides, the findings highlight that the inherent personal and subjective characteristics of interpersonal modulations remain 

unchanged in their metaphorical forms, demonstrating less objectivity compared to ideational metaphors in highly technical 

disciplines. 
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1. Introduction 

Grammatical metaphor (GM), suggested by Halliday (1985), is one of the most important characteristics of academic, bureaucratic, 

and scientific discourses. It is one of the crucial contributions of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) to linguistics and education. 

In SFL theory, two models that theorize GM have been suggested: the stratal model (Halliday, 1985; Halliday, 1998; Martin, 1992; 

Martin, 1993; Halliday & Martin, 1993) and the semantic model (Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999). The definition of GM from the 

perspective of the stratal model might be the resetting of the relationship between discourse semantics and lexicogrammar, 

creating a stratal tension. The semantic model theories grammatical metaphor as a semantic junction, and consequently, Halliday 

and Matthiessen base their categorization of GM on the joining of semantic categories. The definition and types of GM vary 

according to each model, as the notions of stratal tension and semantic junction draw on different linguistic configurations that 

lead to GM. The stratal model, adopted in this essay, theorizes GM about the stratal tension between discourse semantics and 

lexicogrammar (Halliday, 1985; Halliday, 1998; Martin 1992, 1993; Halliday & Martin, 1993). The definition of GM from the 

perspective of the stratal model might be the resetting of the relationship between discourse semantics and lexicogrammar, 

creating a stratal tension.   

 

The two main GM categories within the stratal model are interpersonal and ideational metaphors (Halliday, 1985). Ideational 

metaphor is categorized into two types: experiential and logical (Martin, 1992), while interpersonal metaphor consists of metaphors 

of mood and modality. For example: 

(1) a. Because technology is getting better, people are able to write business programs faster. 

b. Advances in technology are speeding up the writing of business programs. 

(2) a. Open your mouth, please, so that we can shove this in. 

b. Kyle, can you open your mouth so we can shove this in? 
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(3) a. Probably that pudding never will be cooked. 

b. I don’t believe that pudding ever will be cooked. 

Interpersonal metaphor is categorized into metaphors of mood and modality, creating a stratal tension between discourse 

semantics and lexicogrammar. Mood metaphors construe a discourse semantic speech function through an incongruent mood 

option in grammar. To illustrate, the speech function command might be realized as a command, e.g., close the door, using the 

imperative mood. Alternatively, the command might also be realized as a suggestion, as in “Can you close the door?” using 

interrogative mood or a declarative clause, as in “The door is open.” Modality refers to the area between positive and negative 

polarity, i.e., to the cline between “yes” and “no”. Modality is congruently realized by modal finite, e.g., can, may, could, and mood 

adjuncts, e.g., possibly. These instances are implicit ways of realizing speech function in grammar and are considered congruent, 

as they do not create stratal tension. However, speech function might be explicitly projected in a clause complex, creating stratal 

tension, e.g., I believe …, I think …, it is possible to argue that …, it is obvious that …The first two examples are considered explicit 

subjective, whereas the other two are considered explicit objective (Halliday, 1985). The congruent realization of speech function 

occurs within clauses through modal finite such as can, may, could, and should (implicit modal) or through modal adjuncts, e.g., 

possibly or probably (implicit mood adjunct). Alternatively, speech function can be realized within the modality system through 

projecting clause complexes consisting of mental and idea clauses, e.g., “I think…”, “I believe” (explicit subjective), or objectively 

such as “It is possible to argue that…” (explicit objective). Detailed illustrations of types of interpersonal metaphors can be found in 

the next section. 

 

Grammatical metaphor has attracted the great attention of systemicists around the world. (e.g., Davidse, 1991, 1998; Davidse & 

Simon-Vandenbergen 2008; Halliday 1996, 1998; Martin 1992, 1993, 1995; Matthiessen 1993, 1995a, 1995b, 1998; Matthiessen & 

Nesbitt 1996; Ravelli 1998; Simon-Vandenbergen 2003; Taverniers 2002, 2006, 2008) since its first formal publication (Halliday, 

1984).  

 

From the synchronic perspective, the ideational metaphor has been tested to be not only mode-sensitive (Ravelli, 1996; Hyland, 

2009) and genre-sensitive (Halliday, 1989; Martin & Rose, 2003; Biber, 2006) but also discipline-sensitive (MacDonald, 1994; 

Unsworth, 1997; Swales, 1998; Charles, 2003; Coffin, 2006; He & Yang, 2018). Of the two types of interpersonal metaphor, 

metaphors of mood are found more common in spoken texts (Schleppegrell, 2001; Devrim, 2015) as it involves indirect speech 

acts or shifts from one type of mood to another (Painter, 1999). However, the second type of interpersonal metaphor, i.e., metaphor 

of modality, is more likely to be found in written language (Devrim, 2015; Liardét, 2018). Although more commonly explored in 

spoken conversation (e.g., Yang, 2013), interpersonal metaphors can be integrated into academic texts to evaluate and negotiate 

the certainty of a proposition while obscuring the author’s voice as the source of the evaluation, presenting the assertions in 

objective and impersonal ways(Biber, 2006; Hewings & Hewings, 2002; Hyland & Tse, 2005; Wu, 2007). The interpersonal metaphors 

of modalization are found to be genre-sensitive (He 2021). However, it remains unclear whether the interpersonal metaphors of 

modulation, including obligation and inclination, also have the same preference in genre distribution as that of modalization. 

 

This article aims to investigate the mode, genre, and discipline preferences of interpersonal modulation metaphors. For this 

purpose, we will employ authentic language data from large-size corpora to conduct a quantitative study. A brief introduction to 

interpersonal metaphors is presented in Section 2. The corpus and the data collection are introduced in Section 3. The research 

findings on the synchronic distributions of interpersonal modulation metaphors are presented in Section 4. A discussion of the 

findings follows in Section 5. 

 

2. A sketch of the interpersonal metaphor 

The interpersonal metafunction deals with language as interaction. The most fundamental types of speech roles are just two: are 

just two: (i) giving and (ii) demanding (see Halliday, 1984). Either the speaker is giving something to or demanding something from 

the listener. The thing that is given or demanded may be goods-&-services or information. These two variables define the four 

primary speech functions of offer, command, statement, and question. See Table 1. 

Table 1. Giving or demanding, goods-&-services or information 

Role in exchange (a) goods-&-services (b) information 

(i)  giving 
 “Offer”  

Would you like this teapot 

  “Statement” 

He's giving her the teapot. 

(ii) demanding 
 “Command” 

Give me that teapot! 

  “Question” 

What is he giving her? 
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One grammatical area which belongs to the interpersonal component of language is the grammar of mood. This is the grammar 

of interrogatives, declaratives, imperatives, and the like. The choice between these different mood types enables us (i) to argue 

about propositions (e.g., we can demand information by means of a question, using the interrogative mood, or give information 

by means of a statement, using the declarative mood); and (ii) to negotiate about actions to take place (e.g., we can express a 

command by using the imperative mood.  

 

Another interpersonal area of grammar is modality, which refers to the intermediate degrees between the positive and negative 

poles. What the modality system does is to construe the region of uncertainty that lies between ‘yes’ and ‘no’. However, there is 

more than one route between the two, one for propositions and one for proposals. In a proposition, there are two kinds of 

intermediate possibilities: (i) degrees of probability: ‘possibly/probably/certainly’(as in (4)); (ii) degrees of usuality: 

‘sometimes/usually/always’ (as in (5)). It is these scales of probability and usuality to which the term “modality” strictly belongs and 

hence be referred to as modalization. In a proposal, there are two kinds of intermediate possibility: (i) degrees of obligation: 

‘allowed to/supposed to/required to’ (as in (6)); (ii) degrees of inclination: ‘willing to/anxious to/determined to’ (as in (7)). The 

scales of obligation and inclination are referred to as modulation to distinguish them from the modality of modalization.  

(1) That’ll probably be John. (probability) 

(2) He’ll usually sit there all day. (usuality) 

(3) You are supposed to know that. (obligation) 

(4) I’m anxious to help them. (inclination) 

Of the two types of interpersonal metafunctions, Halliday and Mathieson (2004) distinguish between basic, non-metaphorical 

expressions and metaphorical ones, namely interpersonal metaphors. With regard to mood, each speech function has its standard, 

default type of encoding: statements are encoded by the declarative, questions by the interrogative, and commands by the 

imperative. However, the derivation from the standard, the most straightforward realization of a speech function with the mood 

types, will create a metaphor of mood. For example:  

(5) a. Send your proposal by email, please. 

b. Could you send your proposal by email, please? 

c. I would advise you to send it by email. 

The examples in (8b) and (8c) are different metaphorical variants of expressing a command that can also be expressed, in its most 

straightforward, standard way, as an imperative (8a). The metaphorical examples in (8) include the interrogative mood type (the 

standard expression of requests for information) and the declarative mood type (the normal way to express the speech function 

of giving information).  

 

As mentioned above, modality refers to the area of meaning that lies between yes and no – the intermediate ground between 

positive and negative polarity, and it can be either modalization indicating degrees of probability or usuality or modulation 

demonstrating some degree of obligation or inclination. With modality, it is very clear that certain grammatical environments 

constitute metaphorical realizations of modality. The basic distinction that determines how each type of modality will be realized 

is the orientation: that is, the distinction between subjective and objective modality and between the explicit and implicit variants. 

It is the separation of modality and modalized proposition, with the former realized by a projecting clause and the latter by a 

projected clause, creating interpersonal metaphor of modality (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014). See Table 2. 

Table 2. Modality: examples of ‘type’ and orientation combined 

  Subjective Subjective Objective Objective 

  Explicit Implicit Implicit Explicit 

Modalization: 

Probability 

I think Mary 

knows 
Mary’ll know 

Mary probably 

knows 

It’s likely that Mary 

knows 

Modalization: 

Usuality 
 Fred’ll sit quite 

quiet. 

Fred usually sits 

quite quiet 

It’s usual for Fred 

to sit quite quiet 

Modulation: 

Obligation 

I want John to 

go 
John should go 

John’s supposed 

to go 

It’s expected that 

John goes 

Modulation: 

Inclination 
 John’ll help 

Jane’s keen to 

help. 
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Modulated clauses occur frequently as offers, commands and regularly implicate a third person. They are statements of obligation 

and inclination made by the speaker in respect of others. We may infer that modulations are mode-sensitive to spoken discourses 

and less appropriate for written genres because the former one usually contains more exchange of goods-&-services. Besides, 

several studies have examined how the use of anticipatory –it structures, namely the it interpersonal metaphors, varies across 

different registers (Biber & Conrad, 1999; Biber, Conrad, & Cortes, 2004; Biber & Barbieri, 2007), disciplines (Cortes, 2002, 2004; 

Freddi, 2005; Hyland, 2008; Jalali, Rasekh, & Rizi, 2009), and find that they are strong discriminators of academic, formal discourse 

among native English speakers. We can hereby hypothesize that the interpersonal metaphors of objective modulations are more 

common in academic texts, while the subject modulations tend to appear more likely in less academic ones such as fiction texts.  

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Corpus 

This research used the British National Corpus (BNC) as the target corpus because the BNC contains texts from a wide range of 

genres, including fiction, newspaper, magazine, academic, and non-academic. These genres are also organized with regard to 

different specific disciplines. For example, the academic and the non-academic sub-corpora cover the disciplines of medicine, 

natural science, law and education, engineering, and humanities and arts. This can facilitate the comparative study of not only the 

genre but also the discipline distributions of modulation. In addition, the BNC is available online (http://corpus.byu.edu/bnc), and 

it provides convenient search tools which are helpful for retrieving relevant constructions concerning modulation. 

3.2 Data collection 

With Modulation, both obligation and inclination can be expressed in either of two ways: (a) by a finite modal operator, e.g., you 

should know that I’ll help them; (b) by an expansion of the Predicator through verbal group complexing, (i) typically by a passive 

verb, e.g., you’re supposed to know that, (ii) typically by an adjective, e.g., I’m anxious to help them. The modal verbs realize the 

implicit orientations of modulation, and mental projecting clauses realize the explicit orientations of modulation. 

 

In a declarative clause, the modal verb appears unmarked between the subject and the predicate, a passive verb or adjective may 

be positioned after the verb be, and mental projecting clauses will typically be placed preceding the projected clauses. For example: 

(1) a. Beveridge thought a small part of the new scheme's income should go to the NHS as it had under the old. 

(BNC_W_ac_soc_science) [implicit subjective obligation] 

b. I want you to sort him out and bring homework home. (BNC_W_ac_polit_law_edu) [explicit subjective obligation] 

c. The museum is expected to attract a million visitors a year from its opening in 1995. (BNC_W_newsp_brdsht_nat_misc) 

[implicit objective obligation] 

d. It is hoped that the British unit might do the same. (BNC_W_newsp_other_science) [explicit objective obligation] 

e. They want to know when, where, how, why, and who with. (BNC_W_newsp_tabloid) [implicit subjective inclination] 

f. The mother of a mixed race adopted daughter, she is keen to see more black families recruited. 

(BNC_W_non_ac_soc_science) [implicit objective inclination] 

 

The speaker or writer may have indefinite ways to express their opinions. We only used the modal expressions or constructions 

proposed by Halliday & Matthiessen (2014) in this research. See Table 3 for a summary of the typical modal expressions. 

 

To retrieve these modal expressions from the BNC, we wrote the following regular expressions (REs): 

RE (1) [=must] [vv*] 

RE (2) I [vv*] [nn*]|[pp*] to -[y*]    

RE (3) [nn*]|[pp*] [vb*] [v?n*] to    

RE (4) It [vb*] [v?n*] that|to         

RE (5) [=will] -be [vv*]       

RE (6) [vb*] [=willing]|[=unwilling] to -[y*]  
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Table 3. Typical expressions of modulation in English. 

  Implicit Explicit 

  Subjective Objective Subjective Objective 

Obligation  
modal verb  

[lexical verb] 

be [expected, supposed, 

allowed, required] to 

I [want, expect,  

require] you to  

It’s [expected,  

supposed, allowed] to  

Inclination  
I [want, wish] to； 

I will 

be [willing, keen,  

eager, prepared] 

 to 

  

 

 

The first regular expression can be described as any construction consisting of any verb being equal to must and followed by any 

lexical verb. We can retrieve the implicit subjective obligation using this regular expression as in (10).    

(2) a. The school should go out to the community, and the community should also support and be part of the school. 

(BNC_W_ac_polit_law_edu)  

b. He must go to the Court of Chancery to get, among other things, an injunction to forbid  A to go on. 

(BNC_W_ac_polit_law_edu) 

c. And that the future reports to the committee should consider green implications, including the financial implications 

of green issues. (BNC_S_meeting) 

The second regular expression can be described as any construction consisting of the first personal pronoun I and any lexical verb 

and any noun or personal pronoun, and the infinitive marker followed by anything other than a punctuation mark. Using this 

regular expression, we can retrieve projecting clauses realizing explicit subjective obligation. For example: 

(3)  a. I want you to go because you want to go. (BNC_W_fict_prose) 

b. Therefore, I urge you to support the Conservative resolutions I now put forward. (BNC_ S_meeting) 

c. I need you to tell me the story of your girlhood. (BNC_W_fict_prose) 

The third regular expression can be described as any construction consisting of any noun or personal pronoun and any form of 

the verb be and any past participle followed by the infinitive marker to. Using this regular expression, we can retrieve constructions 

realizing implicit objective modality of obligation as in (12). 

(4) a. Because the home was planning to cut down its numbers, I was asked to find somewhere else to live. 

(BNC_W_ac_soc_science) 

b. He was forced to address himself specifically to the bishops' arguments in their letter. (BNC_W_ac_humanities_arts) 

c. Students are encouraged to believe that they must be broad and hopefully able to cope with any Physical problem. 

(BNC_W_ac_polit_law_edu) 

The fourth regular expression can be described as any construction consisting of anticipatory it and any form of the verb be and 

any past participle followed by the complementizer that. Using this regular expression, we can retrieve projecting clauses realizing 

explicit objective obligation as in (13). 

(5) a. It was agreed to hold a vote on the bus this Sunday, as there were people who would normally be attending and also. 

(BNC_S_meeting) 

b. It is suggested that Olugboja is unlikely to become a complainant's charter. (BNC_W_ac_polit_law_edu) 

c. It is recommended that vigorous resistance is displayed on all occasions rather than capitulation. 

(BNC_W_non_ac_medicine) 

The fifth regular expression aims to search construction consisting of any verb being equal to will and any word other than be 

followed by any lexical verb. Here we do not consider the expression of will directly followed by any lexical verb (will+verb) as 

implicit subjective inclination because it’s highly dependent on context and thus very uneasy to be identified as modulation. Using 

the regular expression, we can retrieve implicit subjective inclination. For example: 

(6) a. At some stage, teachers will also wish to take groups further afield to see examples that are some of the best of their 

kind. (BNC_W_ac_polit_law_edu) 

b. They want to know if we want to have a stall there? (BNC_S_meeting) 

c. The Crown Office will not take any direct interest in the programme and the legal question of identification, at least 

until the BBC decides formally to proceed with filming. (BNC_W_newsp_other_arts) 
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The sixth regular expression can be described as any construction consisting of any form of the verb be and any adjective being 

equal to willing or unwilling followed by to. Using this regular expression, we can retrieve constructions realizing implicit objective 

inclination. For example:  

(7) a. Governments are reluctant to allow planning permission or import licenses. (BNC_W_newsp_brdsht_nat_misc) 

b. People in government are unwilling to understand clear, simple things,' said one economist in the capital. 

(BNC_W_newsp_other_social)  

c. Neil Kinnock is warning the Labour Party to be ready to fight an election at any time. (BNC_S_brdcast_news) 

Using the above six regular expressions, we retrieved 216,741 occurrences of modulations listed in Table 4 from the BNC.  

Table 4. Data collected from BNC 

    Implicit Explicit 

    Subjective Objective Subjective Objective 

Modulation Obligation 57824 58609 3507 13231 

  Inclination 71333 12237     

 

4. Synchronic distribution of interpersonal metaphors of modulation in the BNC 

4.1 Mode distribution of interpersonal metaphor of modulation 

In this section, we investigated the hypothesis that modulation prefers spoken discourses to written genres in the BNC. Using the 

six REs, we collected 133,171 occurrences of obligation and 83 570 occurrences of inclination from two modes. See Table 5. 

Table 5. Mode distribution of Modulation 

  Obligation Inclination 

  Raw Standard Raw      Standard 

Spoken 9260 929.38 10373 1,041.08 

Written 129426 8885.62 83570 6,165.08 

To facilitate comparison, we converted the normalized frequencies of the two types of modulation to that of equal total frequency. 

See Figure.1 

 

 
Figure 1. Mode distributions of Modulation 

 

Figure 1 shows that modulations are mode-sensitive. This is not in agreement with our hypothesis that they are more prevalent in 

spoken discourses. On the contrary, both the modulation of obligations and inclinations occur more in written genres. The reason 

for the higher frequency in written texts might be that it is not the modality of modulation but the imperative mood that has the 

characteristic of spoken discourses. If we take a further look into modulation, it can be found that obligation should be considered 

as the incongruent form of an imperative clause, which is the most congruent way for a command. The connection between 

‘imperative’ clauses and modulation is why modulation has been characterized as the ‘imperative type’ of modality. On the one 

hand, an ‘imperative’ clause imposes an obligation; on the other hand, the imperative tag checks the addressee’s inclination to 

comply (Halliday 2014). 

The results from Figure 2 are in line with that of Figure 1. It should be noted that both the congruent forms of obligation and 

inclination, i.e., implicit subjective obligation and inclination (He, 2021) and the metaphorical form of explicit subjective obligation, 
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have higher frequencies in spoken texts, while relatively lower frequencies in written languages. Moreover, the latter one enjoys a 

significantly high frequency and the polar opposite of that in written texts. This may be explained as spoken genres emphasize the 

direct expression of the speaker’s stances or attitudes; thus, subjectivity is one of the core characteristic features, and explicit 

subjective type is the least impersonal form for the expression of one’s perspective. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Mode distributions of interpersonal metaphors of modulation 

 

4.2 Genre distribution of interpersonal metaphors of modulation   

In this section, we compared the genre distribution of obligations and inclinations. Using the regular expressions, we retrieved 

216,741 occurrences of modulations from the BNC, which includes 133,171 obligations and 83, 570 inclinations. It can be 

hypothesized that objective modulations are more common in academic texts, while subject modulation tends to appear more 

likely in less academic ones. See Table 6. 

Table 6. Genre distribution of Modulation 

    Obligation Inclination 

   Raw standard Raw standard 

FICTION  16357 1187.37 16084 1167.56 

MAGAZINE  7814 1264.01 6744 1090.92 

NEWSPAPER  14031 1286.98 9792 967.95 

NON-ACAD  24970 1639.37 10899 715.56 

ACADEMIC   26607 1735.43 9498 619.5 

To facilitate comparison, we converted the normalized frequencies of the two types of modulation to equal total frequencies. See 

Figure 3. 

Figure 3 shows that both modulations of obligation and inclination are genre-sensitive. As ‘technical’ is a graded rather than a 

binary quality, and of the written genres, fiction texts are the least technical, and academic texts are the most technical (Copeck et 

al., 1997). From the figure, it is not difficult to tell that the modulation of obligation displays an upward frequency from the least 

technical genre of fiction to the academic one. On the other hand, Modulation of inclination tends to prefer fiction other than 

academic texts, showing an exactly reversed downward cline. The reason could be that modulation of obligation is favored in 

regulating texts which always contain more imperative commands and clear attitudes instead of negotiable offers with relatively 

lower certainty in inclinations. However, the presence of obligation, which is closely connected with imperatives, would sometimes 

be seen as a kind of ‘manipulative’ or face-threatening practice. However, acceptance of imperatives can come from a variety of 

sources, such as tradition, the recognized need for word economy, stylistic variation, and an ‘extradiegetic’ concern to capture the 

reader's attention at certain key junctures and selectively focus her gaze.  
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Figure 3. Genre distributions of modulation 

The general distribution of obligations and inclinations may indirectly indicate the correctness of our second hypothesis that 

modulation does have a cline along the different technical degrees of 5 genres. However, it remains unknown whether the objective 

modulations enjoy a higher frequency in more technical genres. Taking a further probe into the genre distribution of interpersonal 

metaphor of modulation, it will be found these metaphorical expressions are also genre sensitive and in agreement with the 

previous hypothesis. See Table 7. 

Table 7. Genre distribution of interpersonal metaphors of modulation 

  Obligation Inclination 

  Implicit Explicit Implicit 

  Subj.  Obj.  Subj. Obj. Subj. Obj. 

FICTION 10175 4170 1487 525 14530 1554 

MAGAZINE 3679 3350 212 573 5785 959 

NEWSPAPER 5382 7337 186 1126 7638 2154 

NON-ACAD 8399 12841 168 3562 8896 2003 

ACADEMIC 9786 13270 123 3428 7838 1660 

To facilitate comparison, we converted the normalized frequencies of the two types of modulation to equal total frequencies. See 

Figure 4 and Figure 5. 

Figure 4 shows that implicit and explicit obligations dominate academic and non-academic texts and seldom occur in fictions texts. 

With the objective obligations, there is an apparent cline of frequency increases along the 5 genres from fiction to academic texts 

and a polar opposite one for the explicit subjective obligation. With the subjective obligations, the implicit subjective obligations 

remain almost even in fiction and academic texts and indistinctively lower among the other three genres. Regardless of the 

congruent form of implicit subjective obligation, the other three metaphorical obligations are genre-sensitive, and their 

distributions are in agreement with our hypothesis that objective modulations prevail more in academic genres. Figure 5 displays 

that the implicit subjective inclination keeps decreasing along the increasing technicality of the 5 genres, while it is quite 

unexpected that the implicit objective inclination occurs most in newspapers other than academic texts. 
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Figure 4. Genre distribution of obligations 

 

 
Figure 5. Genre distribution of inclinations 

 
The reason for relatively even frequencies of implicit subjective obligation both in fiction and academic texts may result from the 

different communicative characteristics of the varieties. On one hand, the relatively high occurrence of implicit subjective 

obligations in fiction is because it is commonly required to exchange more goods-&service in such genres than that in non-fiction 

texts, and this could also explain the high frequency of implicit subjective inclination in fiction texts. On the other hand, that same 

occurrence in academic texts may be due to a subtle balance between the demands for a “tough” stance from the writer and 

objectivity(metaphors of the objective orientation). Consider, if an instruction manual is to constantly maintain a harmonious 

reader-writer relationship and to exhibit its deference to the community, what then would be the motivation for the use of this 

potentially risky device? With the significant frequency of implicit objective inclination in newspapers, the possible reason might 

be such expression meets the linguistic demands for both brevity and objectivity while it is the accuracy instead of brevity that is 

required in academic texts.  

4.3 Discipline distribution of modulation 

The research described in 4.1 and 4.2 shows that interpersonal metaphors of modulation are both mode-sensitive and genre 

sensitive. In this section, we will further investigate and compare the discipline distribution of the two types of modulation in the 

academic and non-academic sub-corpora of the BNC. We choose these two genres because they are both divided into the same 

sub-corpora or disciplines, such as social science, natural science, engineering, arts, medicine, and law, in the BNC. 

Using the six REs, we collected 28,494 modulations from the academic sub-corpora and 32697 modulations from the non-academic 

sub-corpora. See Table 8 and Table 9. 
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Table 8. Discipline distribution of modulation from the academic sub-corpora 

Academic             

  Law Medicine Hum&arts NatSci SocSci Engineering 

Obligation 10697 2573 4150 1571 6232 1384 

Inclination 3317 432 1990 418 2632 447 

 

Table 9. Discipline distribution of modulation from the non-academic sub-corpora 

Non-Academic           

  Law Medicine Hum&arts NatSci SocSci Engineering 

Obligation 6723 922 5432 3369 6865 1659 

Inclination 2194 592 1913 1683 3107 1410 

 

 
 

Academic             

  Law Medicine Hum&arts NatSci SocSci Engineering 

Obligation 2317.78 1821.2 1259.08 1422.33 1475.21 2039.42 

Inclination 2290.60  970.40  1904.44  1168.89  1966.78  2033.89  

 

Figure 6. Discipline distribution of modulation in academic sub-corpora of the BNC 

 

Figure 6 shows that the highest standard frequency of modulation goes to the law texts (4608.38) and the lowest frequency to the 

NatSci texts (2591.22). We then divided these six disciplines into natural sciences (medicine, natural science, and engineering) and 

social sciences (law, humanities and arts, and social science). Independent sample T-test shows that the two groups of data are 

not significantly different (p = 0.413 > 0.05), indicating that modulations are not discipline sensitive in the academic sub-corpus 

of the BNC. 

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

Law Medicine Hum&arts NatSci SocSci Engineering

Obligation Inclination



A Corpus-Based Study of Interpersonal Metaphors of Modulation in Academic English 

Page | 18  

 

Non-Academic           

  Law Medicine Hum&arts NatSci SocSci Engineering 

Obligation 3077.42  2744.32  3151.92  2751.19  4787.94  2128.69  

Inclination 1069.44  1783.15  1094.96  1032.46  1259.78  1889.07  

 

Figure 7. Discipline distribution of modulation in non-academic sub-corpora of the BNC 

The trend in Figure 7 appears to be slightly different from that in Figure 6. It is the SocSci that displays the highest standard 

frequency while the NatSci the lowest one. Paired sample T-test shows that the two groups of data are slightly different (p = 0.079 

> 0.05), which further proves that modulation is genre sensitive. Similarly, the Independent sample T-test shows that the 

distribution of modulation in natural sciences is not significantly different from that in social sciences (p = 0.343 > 0.05), indicating 

that modulations are not discipline sensitive in the non-academic sub-corpus of the BNC. 

5. Discussion 

It is found from the BNC-based synchronic study that interpersonal metaphors of modulation boast a significantly higher 

occurrence in written texts than that in spoken language. This is not in agreement with the hypothesis that interpersonal metaphors 

of modulation are mode-sensitive to spoken discourses and are less appropriate in written genres. Although both two types of 

modulations enjoy an identical preference for written discourses, modulations of obligations display an upward frequency with an 

increasing degree of technicality of different genres, while modulations of inclinations reveal an exactly reversed trend. Meanwhile, 

not all the interpersonal metaphors of modulations are gradually piled up along the texts with increasing technicality with regard 

to genre distribution. There are two apparent directions for the metaphors of modulation, i.e., the objective orientation and the 

explicit orientation. On one hand, both implicit and explicit objective obligations are more common to be found in technical texts. 

On the other hand, compared with implicit subjective obligations, explicit subjective obligations prevail most in the fiction genre. 

The result can partially support our hypothesis as interpersonal metaphors of objective modulations prevails in academic texts 

while subjective modulations prefer less-academic genres, and we hereby conclude that both the explicit orientation and objective 

orientation create interpersonal metaphors of obligations.  

 

The objective orientation in inclination is not that genre sensitive as it is in objective obligations. Implicit objective inclinations take 

priority firstly in newspapers and secondly in magazines rather than in other more technical genres (i.e. academic texts), which are 

different from that in implicit objective obligations. Academic language is to directly project authors’ subjective but non-negotiable 

stances, which are made on empirical and objective facts, to non-interacting audiences. Academic texts can be considered to a 

certain extent, as commands for readers’ acceptance of authors’ stances. By using the anticipatory, it leading a projecting clause, 

or the third person as a subject can significantly degrade the subjectivity of modal elements. This reasonably explains it is objective 

obligations rather than other expressions that prevail most in academic texts. Compared with those in academic texts, although 

objectivity is also one of the core features of newspapers or magazines, they are more likely to offer attractive stances for 

negotiation, whose words tend to be brief and are with relatively lower certainty. Therefore, it’s not surprising that implicit objective 

inclinations are quite compatible with newspapers and magazines, as both the need for brevity and objectivity can be satisfied by 

hiding the modal elements in clauses.  

 

Although there are no differences shown in the distributions of modulation between natural science texts and social science texts 

in either the academic or the non-academic sub-corpora, in both sub-corpora, it is the nature science texts that have the smallest 
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number of modulation among the six disciplines. The result is different from the discipline distribution of ideational metaphors in 

which they prevail the least in humanities and arts texts as the personal voice is more valued in the humanities and arts texts (He 

2017). Similarly, the reason for our find is “interpersonal metaphors more fully allow writers to communicate their stance or 

attitudes toward the information conveyed.’’ (Liardét 2018:66). Unlike ideational metaphors being inherently impersonal and 

perfect for nature science texts, interpersonal metaphors of modulation are not that appropriate for such discipline due to their 

unchanged personal and subjective characteristics. 

6. Conclusion 

This research intends to explore the synchronic distribution of interpersonal metaphors of modulation. The data from the BNC is 

employed to reveal the corresponding distribution variations in mode, genre and discipline. The mode distribution analysis shows 

that both modulations of obligation and inclination are mode-sensitive to written texts. Concerning genre distributions, there are 

two orientations for the interpersonal metaphors of obligation (i.e., explicit vs. implicit, objective vs. subjective) and one orientation 

for that of inclination (i.e., objective vs. subjective). The explicit metaphorical obligations reinforce the existence of the speaker or 

writer and hence dominate in the fiction texts, while the objective metaphorical obligations contribute to the objectivity of the 

texts and are hereby more prevalent in academic texts genres or formal genres. The objective metaphorical inclination is not that 

genre sensitive as hypothesized. Implicit objective inclinations take priority firstly in newspapers and then magazines. As for 

discipline distribution, either of the two types of modulation displays disciplinary sensitivity. It is the nature science texts that have 

the smallest number of modulation, which indicates the inherent personal and subjective characteristics of modulations remains 

in the metaphorical forms. This research provides empirical evidence with respect to the mode, genre and discipline variations of 

interpersonal grammatical metaphor. The findings on the synchronic distribution of metaphorical modulation contribute to the 

understanding of interpersonal grammatical metaphors of obligation and inclination. The scope of this study is limited in terms of 

data retrieval in that only the BNC is employed. In future research, more corpora can be adopted to collect more authentic data.  
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