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BE ABLE TO in Present-day English

Masayoshi TERADA

O This study seeks to analyze the form and meaning of a quasi-modal auxiliary BE ABLE TO in
Present-day English.0 The data was chiefly provided by the approximately 1,000,000 word Brown
Corpus.[J In order to make clear the characterisitics of BE ABLE TO, the study compares the uses of
BE ABLE TO and those of CAN.

O It is generally believed that BE ABLE TO is used as a supplemental form of CAN.[I That is to say,
BE ABLE TO supplies the forms which CAN cannot provide, or it is used to satisfy requirements of
rhythm and sentence balance, for the sake of euphony, and for other stylistic reasons (see Visser
1963-1973: § 1738, 1746).00 BE ABLE TO is more flexible in the syntactic forms that CAN, particu-
larly in its ability to co-occur with true modals, to occur in non-finite forms and with more complex
tense and aspect markings that simple present and past (see Coates 1983:125).00 And moreover,
when the meaning is taken into consideration, several interesting uses that seem unique to BE ABLE
TO emerge.0 A summary list of these uses follows, which turns out to reinforce the research of

Coates(1983).

0 (i)J BE ABLE TO seems to cover the whole range of meaning associated with CAN, that is to say,
BE ABLE TO is not only synonymous with CAN in the ability sense, but also it shares the
senses of permission and possibility with CAN.

0 (i)J BE ABLE TO focuses on the event in the past and emphasizes the achievement of that event,
while COULD does not function as the past form of CAN in the sense of a single event.

O (ii)O In order to express the future ability, the form of WILL BE ABLE TO is used, while CAN refers
to the future permission, not the future ability.

O (iv)O BE ABLE TO is more often used in the formal or written form.

Key words;[] Be Able To, Can, Present-day English, Brown Corpus
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(D000 MM O000 MO John can swim and so can Bill(T]

(d)0 O O O Ann COULD solve the problem[1J
(e)J0D00000-s000000000000D0000000DO0000 *cans[
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0 (1)0 ... he was not able to accept or reject on the basis of subjective preference.

0 (2)3 It's just barely possible with this crowd that the kidnapper wasn't able to get a table.
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0 (3)0 Were you able to make the arrangements?
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0 (4)3 1 would like to go out if I am able to.0 0 0 OOTOOOTI0
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0 (5)0 He WAS able to make a detailed inspection of the Wavest
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0 (6)0 But while she is able to tell her retarded family about the new world she has seen open before
her...

0 (7)0 He's looking a lot better, and he’s able to run.
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0 (8)0 Now he’s gone, the Republican Party is not going to be able to sell the tatterd remains to the
people of the state.

0 (9)0 As we know, the Soviet peasant today still very largely thrives on being able to sell the produce
grown on his private plot...

0 100 Ronny has not been able to observe her progress...
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0 ()0 ...whether the Peace Corps will be able to prevent confusion for church and state over meth-

ods, means and goals.

0 (120 One should be able to get hold of the book at once.
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0 (130 I could talk to you for three hours and still not be able to give you all of out plans...
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0 (40 Though no longer able to turn out his protoplasmic pen-and-ink sketches....

0 (150 He felt able to end on a note of hope.
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0 (160 When your children are grown up, you will be able to live more cheaply. (=...it will be possible
for you to live...) (Leech 1971:74)
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0 (170 We were able to reach camp that night. (-~ We were able to, and moreover we did.) (Leech

1971:96)
0 (190 *1 ran hard, and could catch the bus. (Leech 1971:97)
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0 Lancaster Corpus] D O O LancO 0 0 000D OOO0ODOOOODODO0ODOO0ODOOOODOOO
000000 Survey of English Usage CorpusD OO0 OS.O00000O0O000OOAO0OODOO
OCoatesUTHOTNODOOODCANOIDDODODDODOUODOOODDOODODOODDOO0DMWODDOO
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O O the fully adult, 2 1/2 in.-long insect is able to keep a firm hold on one grasshopper while eating

another. (Lanc 12-E473)
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0 200 on the very day on which news of the deportation was announced, the Archibishop stated that
it would be impossible for the Conference to be held within the Union of South Africa unless
Bishop Reeves were able to be present.J No permission to return was granted by the Govern-
ment to Bishop Reeves... (Lanc 13-D454)

ooo

0 @10 The editor thanks you for submitting the enclosed ms but regrets he is unable to use it. (Lanc
13-K 1996)
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0 @20 the former being able to constitute the head of a noeud, while the latter can only appear as a

subordinate member of one. (Lanc 13-J 1679)
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0 @30 And yet you're able to look at the future of it in this very objective way without making a value
judgment. (Palmer 1990:88)
0O @40 | feel that the way we operate is one where people who are well read and experienced in mod-
ern literature are also able to direct themselves into modern drama. (Palmer 1990:89)
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0 @50 | could get up and go to the kitchen whenever | wanted to. (Palmer 1990:94)
0 @60 0 O | ran fast, and was able to catch the bus.
00000 * ran fast, and could catch the bus. (Palmer 1990:93)
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0 @70 ...is no guarantee that he is able to criticize whatever it is that he himself accepts.
0O @80 | tell you that this is so, that you may make arrangements elsewhere if you are able to. (0 0 O
Palmer 1990:90)
O Palmefl T OO OO0 OOOBEABLETODODOOODODODDODODOOO O OO actualityd
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0 @90 By bulk buying in specific items, Lasky’s are able to cut prices on packages by as much as 30
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per cent or so.

0 600 In this way we are able to carry out research and not simply to undertake consulting.

0 (610 Now what we mean by a mathematical symbol is a set of mathematical equations and relation-
ships. We are able, therfore, in mathematical terms, to find the optimum solution. (O O OPalmer
1990:90)
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0820 O O John can boil water.

0 0 0 0O O Water can be boiled.
0630 O O John is able to boil water.
0 00 0 0 *Water is able to be boiled.
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0 8490 O O The doctor can examine John.

0 0 0 0O O John can be examined by the doctor.

0 850 O O The doctor is able to examine John.

0 0O# 00O John is able to be examined by the doctor.
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0 B60 By applying these disciplines they are able to become better communicators. (Palmer

1987:121)
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0670 O O This can’t be done.

00000 ?This isn't able to be done. (Palmer 1987:122)
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0 680 | was able to pass my driving test.
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0 690 Our baby will be able to walk in a few weeks. (Thomson and Martinet 1986:134)
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0 @00 O O When | was young | could climb any tree in the forest.

0000 O When | was young | was able to climb any tree in the forest.

0 @10 Although the pilot was badly hurt he was able to explain what had happened.

0O O O (He could and did explain)C O O (O O O Thomson and Martinet 1986:135)

0 Thomson and MartinetOI 0 000000000000 0000000O0O@@OO0O00 CANO
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0 @20 O O | could see him through the window.

000001 was able to see him through the window. (Thomson and Martinet 1986:135)
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0 430 And the man of God answered.0 The Lord is able to give thee much more than this. (AV

0 02 Chr.25:9)
0 @40 ...for God is able to graff them in again. (AV Romans 11:23)
0 @90 ...God who was able to deliver him from the grave. (NEB Hebr.5:7)

0 @60 ...the One who is able to save life and destroy it. (NEB James 4:12)
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0 470 ... and within one more bound would have been able to reach...

0 @80 ...I shouldn’t have been able to do that...

(ii)J Brown Corpus 0 0 00 0000000000000 D0O0O0O0O0O0O0O0O0O0O0OOOOOOO
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0 @90 ... and go on like everything is all right instead of being able to say to somebody in a normal
voice...

0 600 ...Imagine being able to laugh and wink...
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0 610 Mike was of legal age and presumed able to defend himself in the clinches.

0 620 She found herself able to sing any role...

0 630 ...then development of a theory better able to handle tone will result automatically in better

theory...
0 640 The sons of Reuben, and the Gadites, and half the tribe of Manasseh, of valiant men, men able

to bear buckler and sword... (AV 1 Chr.5:18)

0 650 Send me then a skilled craftsman, a man able to work in gold and silver... (NEB 2 Chr.2:7)

0 660 He took away the chief men of the country, so that it should become a humble kingdom unable

to raise itself but ready to observe... (NEB Ezek.17:14)
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0 670 At least | had been unable to lay hold on the experience of conversation.

0 680 He had also sampled various special fields of learning, being unable to miss some study of divin-

ity...
0 690 To the unfortunate people unable to attend the Godkin lectures it casts an unjustifiable aura of
falsehood over the book...

0 600 ...wherever the Israelites had been unable to annihilate them... (NEB 1 Kings 9:21)

0 690 1 will fasten your tongue to the roof of your mouth and you will be unable to speak...

0 O (NEBO Ezek.2:26)
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0 620 And if he be not able to bring a lamb, then he shall bring for his trespass, which he hath com-

mitted, two turtledoves, or two young pigeons, unto the Lord... (AV Lev(l:(0)
0 630 If he be able to fight with me, and to kill me, then will we be your servants... (AV 0 Sam[TI:
0)
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0 640 To their surprise, the children were eager and quite able to take part.

0 650 ... the golfers were able to strike their approach shots boldly at the flag-stick...

0 660 Were they able to make the arrangements?
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0670 I will be able to tell you more about this string of equines in the future.

0 680 In this way you will be able to detect any obvious mistakes.

0 690 ...the Peace Corps will be able to prevent confusion for church...
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0 (700 He was able to discern the body lines of the Roman women under their robes.

0 (710 ...reminisced with pleasure over a Poussin exhibit he had been able to see in Paris a year ago.
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The First Part of King Henry VI
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The Third Part of King Henry VI
The Comedy of Errors

Venus and Adonis

King Richard Il

King Richard 11

The Two Gentlemen of Verona
Teh Rape of Lucrece

The Taming of the Shrew
Titus Andronicus

A Midsummer Night’s Dream
Love’s Labor’s Lost

Romeo and Juliet

King John

The Merchant of Venice

The First Part of King Henry IV
The Second Part of King Henry IV
Much Ado about Nothing

As You Like It

King Henry V

Julius Caesar

The Merry Wives of Windsor
Twelfth Night

Hamlet

All’'s Well that Ends Well
Troilus and Cressida

Othello

Measure for Measure

King Lear

Macbeth

Antony and Cleopatra

Timon of Athens

Coriolanus

Pericles

Cymbeline

The Winter’s Tale

The Tempest

King Henry VIII

The Two Noble Kinsmen
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A feld other lyeth leye..or is able to pasture..or bereth floures and is able to been. (Trevisa Barth. de
P.R.xiv[1]) (OED)
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CAN BE ABLE TO
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And they (i.e. locusts) shall cover the face of the earth, that one cannot be able to see the earth
(Exod.10:5)
Tomorrow, Caesar, | shall be furnished to inform you rightly both what by sea and land | can be able
to front this present time. (Antony and Cleopatra 1.iv.78)
that balladmakers cannot be able to express it (The Winter's Tale V.ii.24)
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one cannot be able to see the earth = it is not possible that one has sufficient power or ability to see
the earth
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