
 

Actuality Entailments of ability modals with perception verbs 
 

Past ability statements, like (1), often imply that the possible event actually took place: Sam did watch 

Saturn (Bhatt’s 1999 Actuality Entailments, AE). I show that ability statements about the present, such as 

(2a/b), can also imply that the possible event is realized, but importantly, only with verbs of perception (see, 

hear, etc.). (2a) is ambiguous between an implicative (Sam sees Saturn) and a modal interpretation (she has 

the ability to do so), but not (2b). 
 

(1) Sam was able to watch/see/… Saturn {yesterday/in those days}. implicative/modal  
 

(2) a. Sam can see Saturn {right now/when it’s dark}.    implicative/modal  

b. Sam can watch Saturn {#right now/when it’s dark}.  *implicative/modal  
 

What explains this ambiguity, and why is it restricted to perception verbs, in the present? The ambiguity 

for past statements like (1) has been tied to grammatical aspect: perfective leads to AE, imperfective 

doesn’t. I argue that the implicative interpretation of (2a) arises for the same reasons as AEs in the past: 

with perfective aspect, the VP-event gets anchored to the actual world, yielding an actual event (implicative, 

(2a)); with imperfective, the event gets anchored to the worlds introduced by a genericity operator GEN, 

which need not include the actual world (modal, (2a/b)) (Bhatt 1999, Hacquard 2006, 2009). This means 

that perception verbs are compatible with the present perfective, unlike either eventives (present perfective 

paradox, Malchukov 2009, de Wit 2017), or statives (boundedness requirement, de Swart 1998, Bary 2009), 

explaining the absence of implicative interpretations in both cases.  
 

Perception verbs and eventives—Perfective is typically taken to be incompatible with eventives in the 

present, as it imposes the condition that the event time is contained in the reference time—which, in the 

present, is the utterance time. This explains the lack of implicative interpretation with eventives. 

Furthermore, if perfective is available for perception verbs only, we capture differences in (non-modalized) 

present tense sentences: (3a) is ambiguous between ongoing and pluractional interpretation, whereas 

eventives require the progressive to describe ongoing events: (3b) can only be understood pluractionally.  
 

(3) a. Sam sees Saturn {right now/when it’s dark}.   ongoing/pluractional 

b. Sam watches Saturn {#right now/when it’s dark}.  *ongoing/pluractional 
 

Perception verbs and statives—Perception verbs may seem similar to statives in their ability to describe 

ongoing eventualities with the present (4a). However, here the ongoing interpretation is not due to 

perfective, which is typically incompatible with statives (boundedness requirement). Statives under can 

never lead to implicative interpretations (4b): they are either disallowed (I-level statives, Hackl 1998), or 

when allowed, coerced into an eventive, in which case they behave like eventives.  
 

(4) a. Sam is relaxed {right now/when it’s sunny).   ongoing/pluractional 

b. Sam can be relaxed (#right now/when it’s sunny).   *implicative/modal  
 

Conclusion—I propose that perfective aspect is responsible for the implicative interpretation in present 

tense ability statements. Neither eventives nor statives permit this aspect, which is why they don’t lead to 

implicative interpretations in combination with ability modals. Future work will address why perception 

verbs are an exception to the rule in permitting a present perfective. 
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