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ABSTRACT

County Assembly debates provide a rich site for examining how language constructs institutional authority,
negotiates accountability, and represents agency in Kenya’s devolved governance system. While political
discourse research has focused predominantly on epistemic and deontic modality, dynamic modality remains
comparatively underexplored, particularly in subnational legislative contexts particularly. This study
investigates how dynamic modality functions as a sema-pragmatic resource for negotiating agency and constraint
in Kenyan County Assembly debates, drawing on Kratzer’s Contextual Dependency Theory and Halliday and
Matthiessen’s Systemic Functional Linguistics. Using a mixed-methods explanatory sequential design, the study
analysed 579 Hansard reports (Kisii = 268, Nairobi = 183, Isiolo = 128), comprising 3,097,238 word tokens
from the First County Assemblies (2013-2017). The counties were purposively selected to represent contrasting
rural, urban, and arid socio-political contexts. Modal expressions were identified using AntConc and manually
classified by modal type and dynamic strength. Quantitative analysis established the distribution of dynamic
modality, while qualitative analysis examined its contextual functions in legislative debate. The findings
revealed that modal auxiliaries and semi-modals, particularly “can”, “will”, and “going to”, were the
predominant realizations of dynamic modality. High dynamic modality accounted for 83.6% of all instances,
compared with 13.9% for median and 2.5% for low dynamic modality. High dynamic forms projected assertive
institutional agency through strong expressions of capability and commitment, whereas median and low forms
reflected negotiated and constrained agency shaped by procedural institutional, and contextual realities. The
study demonstrates that dynamic modality functions as a strategic sema-pragmatic resource and a continuum of
agency through which MCAs negotiate institutional action. By foregrounding dynamic modality in legislative
discourse, the study extends modality research beyond its predominant focus on epistemic and deontic modality
and provides a framework for understanding how agency is linguistically enacted in devolved legislative
governance and comparable multi-level democratic contexts.

Key words: Dynamic modality, sema-pragmatics, legislative discourse, institutional agency, County Assembly
debates.

INTRODUCTION

Language in legislative discourse functions as a central resource for constructing authority, negotiating
responsibility, and managing institutional relations. Parliamentary and legislative debates are not merely forums
for policy deliberation; they are discursive arenas in which speakers strategically deploy linguistic resources to
justify action, assert power, and align with procedural norms (Chilton, 2004; Ilie, 2010). Among these resources,
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modality s particularly significant because It enables speakers to express varying degrees of certainty,
obligation, and capacity, thereby shaping how propositions and actions are positioned within institutional
discourse (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014; Palmer, 2001).

Existing studies of political and parliamentary discourse have concentrated predominantly on epistemic
modality, which encodes certainty, probability, and knowledge claims, and deontic modality, which expresses
obligation, permission, and necessity, because of their prominent role in persuasion, regulation, and institutional
legitimacy (Fairclough, 2013; Vukovi¢-Stamatovi¢, 2016). Despite this substantial body of research,
comparatively little attention has been devoted to dynamic modality, particularly within subnational legislative
settings in emerging democracies. Yet legislative discourse is concerned not only with what representatives
know or ought to do but also with what they can do, intend to do, or are prevented from doing. Dynamic modality
therefore provides an important lens for examining how political actors construct and negotiate agency within
procedural, institutional, and contextual constraints.

Guided by Kratzer’s (1991) Contextual Dependency Theory and Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) Systemic
Functional Linguistics, this study conceptualises dynamic modality as a context-dependent interpersonal
resource through which speakers express ability, willingness, volition, and circumstantial capacity in legislative
interaction.

Within Kenya’s devolved governance system established under the 2010 Constitution, County Assemblies are
responsible for legislation, representation, oversight, and budgetary approval at the county level. Debates within
these Assemblies therefore provide a rich yet underexplored context for investigating how Members of County
Assemblies (MCAs) construct and negotiate institutional agency through language. Operating within
intersecting structures of accountability, procedural regulation, political hierarchy, and resource constraints,
MCAs continually negotiate what actions are achievable, feasible, or institutionally constrained.

This paper investigates how dynamic modality functions in County Assembly debates as a sema-pragmatic
resource for negotiating agency and constraint. It argues that dynamic modality operates along a continuum of
agency in which high-value forms project strong capability and decisiveness, median-value forms encode
conditional or negotiated capacity, and low-value forms foreground constrained or dependent action. By
demonstrating how these linguistic patterns shape institutional action, the study extends scholarship on political
modality beyond its predominant emphasis on epistemic and deontic meanings and highlights the analytical
value of dynamic modality for understanding legislative discourse in Kenya and other systems of devolved
governance.

BACKGROUND

Research on political and legislative discourse has consistently shown that language functions as a resource for
constructing authority, negotiating institutional relations, and managing participation within deliberative settings
(Chilton, 2004; Fairclough, 2013; llie, 2010). Within this scholarship, modality has attracted considerable
attention because it enables speakers to express varying degrees of certainty, obligation, willingness, and
capability (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014; Palmer, 2001). This section reviews scholarship on modality in
political and legislative discourse, with particular attention to dynamic modality, modal strength, and the
negotiation of agency in institutional interaction.

Modality in Political and Legislative Discourse

Research on political and legislative discourse consistently identifies modality as a central linguistic resource
through which political actors construct authority, express commitment, negotiate interpersonal relations, and
legitimise institutional action. Although scholars approach modality from different theoretical perspectives, they
converge in recognising its importance for explaining how speakers position themselves in relation to
knowledge, obligation, and action. Palmer (2001) conceptualises modality as a semantic system through which
speakers express meanings such as possibility, necessity, and ability, while Halliday and Matthiessen (2014)
view it as an interpersonal resource that enables speakers to negotiate attitudes, judgements, and social
relationships in discourse. Extending these linguistic perspectives to political communication, Chilton (2004)
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argues that modal expressions contribute to 1deological positioning, political persuasion, and the construction of
legitimacy, whereas Fairclough (2013) demonstrates that modality functions as a discursive resource through
which political actors justify institutional decisions and naturalise authority. Collectively, these perspectives
establish modality as a key mechanism through which political discourse constructs both interpersonal meaning
and institutional legitimacy.

Within parliamentary settings, modality performs additional interactional and procedural functions. Ilie (2010)
demonstrates that parliamentary speakers employ modal expressions not only to advance arguments but also to
manage collegial interaction, observe institutional norms, and balance assertiveness with procedural decorum.
Through such linguistic choices, legislators negotiate authority while maintaining the cooperative expectations
that characterise deliberative institutions. Nevertheless, scholarship on parliamentary and political discourse has
focused predominantly on epistemic and deontic modality, particularly in relation to certainty, obligation,
persuasion, and institutional legitimacy (Chilton, 2004; Fairclough, 2013; Vukovi¢-Stamatovi¢, 2016).
Consequently, comparatively less attention has been devoted to dynamic modality and its role in constructing
capacity, willingness, and agency within legislative interaction.

Dynamic Modality: Conceptual Perspectives

Dynamic modality is generally understood as expressing an actor’s ability, willingness, volition, and
circumstantial capacity to perform an action (Palmer, 2001). Unlike epistemic modality, which evaluates the
likelihood or certainty of propositions, and deontic modality, which expresses obligation, permission, and
necessity, dynamic modality concerns the capability or disposition of participants to act under particular
circumstances. Palmer (2001) characterises these meanings as participant-oriented because they reflect the
abilities, intentions, or willingness of the subject rather than the speaker’s assessment of truth or social
obligation. Complementing this perspective, Nuyts (2001) argues that modal meanings are interpreted within
broader semantic systems in which contextual factors determine how possibility, necessity, and capability are
understood. Together, these perspectives suggest that dynamic modality is distinguished not only by the
meanings it expresses but also by its orientation towards the actor’s capacity for action.

An important consideration in the study of modality is that modal categories are not inherent properties of
individual linguistic forms. Rather, the modal interpretation of an expression emerges from its semantic-
pragmatic context. Consequently, forms such as “can”, “could”, “will”, “would”, “be able to”, and “intend to”
may realise dynamic, epistemic, or deontic meanings depending on the contextual conditions in which they
occur. Accurate modal classification therefore requires interpretation of the linguistic and discourse context
rather than reliance on the modal form alone. This contextual perspective has become increasingly important in
studies that examine modality as a functional resource in naturally occurring discourse

Within legislative discourse, contextual interpretation is particularly significant because parliamentary
interaction is characterised by institutional rules, procedural expectations, and collective decision-making. As
llie (2010) observes, parliamentary speakers continually negotiate institutional roles and procedural
responsibilities while advancing political arguments. In such settings, dynamic modality provides an important
linguistic resource for representing institutional capability, willingness, practical constraints, and intended
courses of action. Expressions such as “can”, “cannot”, “be able to”, and “intend to” therefore extend beyond
their grammatical meanings to position legislators in relation to institutional responsibilities, procedural
limitations, and collective action. Despite this relevance, research on political and parliamentary discourse has
continued to focus predominantly on epistemic and deontic modality, leaving the contextual functions of
dynamic modality comparatively underexplored, particularly within subnational legislative institutions. This gap
provides the basis for investigating how dynamic modality contributes to the linguistic construction of
institutional action and agency in Kenyan County Assembly debates.

Dynamic Modality and Modal Strength in Institutional Interaction

An important characteristic of dynamic modality is that it is realised along a continuum of modal strength rather
than through fixed categorical distinctions. Variations in modal strength enable speakers to express differing
degrees of ability, willingness, commitment, and constraint, thereby allowing them to calibrate interpersonal

Page 262
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VI July 2026

positioning according to the communicative demands of a particular interaction. Halliday and Matthiessen
(2014) conceptualise modality as a scalar system comprising high, median, and low values, through which
speakers adjust the force of their meanings while negotiating social relationships and institutional roles.

Research on institutional discourse suggests that differences in modal strength are closely associated with
communicative purpose. Walsh (2011) demonstrates that stronger modal expressions frequently accompany
directive authority, institutional control, and decisive action, whereas weaker forms facilitate mitigation,
cooperation, and negotiated participation. Although Walsh's analysis is situated within classroom discourse, its
interactional insights have broader relevance for institutional communication because both educational and
legislative settings require participants to balance authority with collaboration. Similarly, Maskevi¢ (2022)
observes that dynamic meanings are especially prominent in argumentative discourse, where speakers position
themselves in relation to practical action, capability, and engagement. Collectively, these studies suggest that
variation in modal strength reflects not only grammatical distinctions but also differences in institutional
positioning, interactional goals, and communicative strategy.

Within legislative discourse, these observations indicate that dynamic modality provides a flexible linguistic
resource through which political actors represent differing degrees of institutional capability, commitment, and
constraint. Rather than functioning as a fixed marker of ability, modal strength enables speakers to adjust how
actions are presented as achievable, conditional, or limited according to the procedural and interactional demands
of parliamentary debate. This perspective provides an important basis for examining how dynamic modality
contributes to the linguistic construction of institutional agency in legislative discourse.

Dynamic Modality in Kenyan Legislative Discourse

Kenya’s devolved system of governance, established under the Constitution of Kenya (2010), created County
Assemblies as legislative institutions responsible for legislation, representation, oversight, and budget approval
at the county level. As deliberative forums, these Assemblies provide an important setting for examining how
language shapes institutional decision-making, political accountability, and legislative action. Members of
County Assemblies (MCASs) operate within intersecting procedural, political, and administrative structures that
continually influence how institutional responsibilities, capabilities, and constraints are articulated during
debate.

Studies of parliamentary discourse demonstrate that legislative interaction is shaped by institutional norms,
procedural rules, and the strategic use of language to accomplish political and legislative objectives (llie, 2010).
Within such settings, expressions associated with dynamic modality—including “can”, “cannot”, “be able to”,
and “intend to”—provide linguistic resources through which legislators represent institutional capability,
practical limitations, willingness, and intended courses of action. Their interpretation, however, depends on the
semantic-pragmatic context in which they occur, reflecting the interaction between linguistic meaning and the
institutional conditions governing legislative discourse.

Although research on political discourse has generated substantial insights into epistemic and deontic modality
(Chilton, 2004; Fairclough, 2013; Vukovi¢-Stamatovi¢, 2016), comparatively little attention has been devoted
to dynamic modality in African legislative settings, particularly within subnational legislatures. Existing studies
have therefore provided limited understanding of how legislators linguistically construct institutional capability,
negotiated action, and procedural constraint in devolved governance contexts. By addressing this gap, the present
study contributes to modality scholarship by demonstrating how dynamic modality functions as a sema-
pragmatic resource for representing varying degrees of institutional agency in Kenyan County Assembly debates.
In doing so, it extends existing knowledge of political modality while providing empirical evidence from a
context that remains largely underrepresented in linguistic research.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The sema-pragmatic analysis of dynamic modality requires a theoretical framework that explains both how
modal meanings are interpreted within context and how they function in discourse. Accordingly, this study draws
on two complementary perspectives: Kratzer’s (1991) Contextual Dependency Theory and Halliday and
Matthiessen’s (2014) Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL).
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Kratzer’s (1991) Contextual Dependency Theory conceptualises modality as inherently context-dependent,
arguing that modal interpretations arise from the interaction between a modal base, which specifies the relevant
contextual circumstances, and an ordering source, which ranks possible interpretations according to contextual
priorities. Consequently, expressions of ability, willingness, and potentiality cannot be interpreted independently
of the institutional, procedural, and situational conditions in which they occur. This perspective is particularly
appropriate for analysing dynamic modality in legislative discourse because MCAs operate within institutional
contexts that continually shape what actions are possible, feasible, or constrained.

Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) SFL conceptualises modality as an interpersonal resource through which
speakers negotiate social relations, responsibility, commitment, and authority. Within the interpersonal
metafunction, modality is realised along a continuum of high, median, and low values that enable speakers to
calibrate varying degrees of certainty, obligation, ability, and commitment according to communicative purpose.
This perspective provides an effective framework for examining how dynamic modality contributes to the
construction of institutional agency, procedural positioning, and interpersonal negotiation in legislative debate.

Taken together, the two frameworks provide a complementary analytical lens for investigating dynamic modality
from both semantic and pragmatic perspectives. Whereas Kratzer’s theory explains how contextual conditions
determine the interpretation of modal meaning, SFL explains how those meanings are strategically deployed to
accomplish interpersonal and institutional functions. Their integration therefore supports a sema-pragmatic
analysis of dynamic modality as simultaneously context-dependent in interpretation and interactionally
significant in the negotiation of institutional agency within Kenyan County Assembly debates.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a mixed-methods approach using an explanatory sequential design, whereby quantitative
corpus analysis was followed by qualitative semantic-pragmatic interpretation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007). The design enabled the identification of
modal patterns and the contextual interpretation of their functions in legislative discourse.

The target population comprised Hansard reports from Kenya’s First County Assembly debates (2013-2017).
Kisii, Nairobi, and Isiolo counties were purposively selected to represent contrasting geographical, socio-
political and administrative contexts within Kenya’s devolved governance system. Kisii represents a
predominantly rural county, Nairobi an urban metropolitan county, and Isiolo an arid and semi-arid county,
thereby providing contextual diversity for examining dynamic modality across different legislative
environments. All available Hansard reports from the three counties were included, yielding a corpus of 579
documents (Kisii = 268; Nairobi = 183; Isiolo = 128) comprising 3,097,238 word tokens and 32,995 word types.
Purposive sampling was appropriate because the study sought analytical depth and contextual variation rather
than statistical generalisation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Patton, 2015).

Hansard reports were converted into plain text and processed using AntConc version 3.5.0 (Anthony, 2019) to
generate corpus statistics, frequency lists, concordance lines, and word lists. AntConc functioned as a corpus
retrieval tool rather than an automatic classification tool. Retrieved modal expressions were manually classified
as epistemic, deontic, or dynamic based on their semantic-pragmatic interpretation rather than lexical form, and
subsequently coded according to modal form and modal strength (high, median, or low). To ensure consistency
throughout the analysis, modal expressions were classified using predefined coding criteria derived from the
literature on epistemic, deontic, and dynamic modality. Where contextual interpretation required careful
consideration, each instance was re-examined against its surrounding discourse before a final classification was
assigned. Microsoft Excel was used to compute descriptive statistics.

The qualitative phase involved close contextual analysis of the manually classified modal instances using
concordance lines and extended debate excerpts. Each occurrence was interpreted within its immediate co-text
and broader discourse context to determine its semantic-pragmatic meaning. Particular attention was paid to the
contextual conditions governing modal interpretation, recognising that identical modal expressions may realise
different modal categories depending on the discourse environment in which they occur. The analysis was guided
by Kratzer’s (1991) Contextual Dependency Theory, which explains how contextual circumstances shape modal
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Interpretation, and Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) Systemic Functional Linguistics, which accounts for the
interpersonal functions of modality in discourse. Quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated during
interpretation to explain how dynamic modality functions as a linguistic resource for negotiating institutional
agency in County Assembly debates.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis revealed that dynamic modality functions as an important sema-pragmatic resource through which
MCAs represent varying degrees of institutional agency in legislative debate. Variations in modal strength
reflected differences in how speakers constructed institutional capability, willingness, and circumstantial
constraint, ranging from strong and decisive expressions of agency to more negotiated or constrained forms of
action. These patterns demonstrate that dynamic modality contributes not only to the representation of ability
but also to the negotiation of institutional responsibilities, procedural realities, and available courses of action
within County Assembly discourse. The following sections present the distribution of high-, median-, and low-
value dynamic forms before examining how these patterns contribute to the construction of institutional agency
in legislative debates.

Dynamic Modality as a Resource for Negotiating Institutional Agency

Dynamic modality emerged as a central sema-pragmatic resource through which MCAs represented varying
degrees of institutional agency in legislative debate. Rather than simply expressing ability or willingness,
dynamic modal expressions positioned speakers in relation to institutional responsibilities, procedural
requirements, and contextual constraints, thereby shaping how actions were presented as achievable, conditional,
or limited. The analysis further showed that dynamic modality operates along a continuum of strength realised
through high-, median-, and low-value forms, each reflecting different levels of institutional capability,
commitment, and constraint.

Consistent with Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) interpersonal perspective, these variations contribute to the
negotiation of agency and responsibility in legislative interaction, while Kratzer’s (1991) contextual dependency
framework explains how their interpretation is shaped by the procedural and circumstantial conditions in which
they occur. The following sections examine how each level of dynamic modality contributes to the linguistic
construction of institutional agency in County Assembly debates.

High Dynamic Modality: Asserting Institutional Agency

Table:1 Distribution of High Dynamic Modality by Modal Form across Kisii, Nairobi, and Isiolo County
Assemblies

HIGH DYNAMIC MODALITY
MODAL FORM KCA NCA ICA TOTAL | PERCENTAGE (%)
MA 7853 3411 630 11894 89.44%
SM 828 447 98 1373 10.32%
DM 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Advs 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Adjs 4 4 0 8 0.06%
Nouns 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Lexicals 12 10 2 24 0.18%
TOTAL 8697 3872 730 13299 100.00%
%AGE 65.40% 29.11% | 5.49% 100.00%

Note. KCA = Kisii County Assembly; NCA = Nairobi County Assembly; ICA = Isiolo County Assembly; MA
= Modal Auxiliaries; SM = Semi-modals; DM = Discourse markers; Advs = Modal adverbs; Adjs = Modal
adjectives; Nouns = Modal nouns; Lexicals = Lexical verbs. The table presents the frequency and percentage
distribution of modal expressions encoding high dynamic modality across the three Assemblies.
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High dynamic modality was the most frequently occurring value of dynamic modality, with 13,299 Instances
identified across the corpus. Modal auxiliaries overwhelmingly dominated its realization, accounting for 89.44%
of all occurrences, followed by semi-modals (10.32%). Lexical verbs (0.18%) and modal adjectives (0.06%)
occurred only marginally, while discourse markers, adverbs, and nouns did not realise high dynamic modality.
Across the three Assemblies, Kisii recorded the highest proportion of high dynamic forms (65.40%), followed
by Nairobi (29.11%) and Isiolo (5.49%).

The predominance of modal auxiliaries and semi-modals indicates that MCAs primarily construct institutional
agency through grammatical resources expressing capability, determination, and procedural commitment. Rather
than merely signalling ability, these forms present institutional action as feasible, purposeful, and grounded in
the operational realities of legislative practice. From Kratzer’s (1991) perspective, their interpretation depends
on the circumstantial conditions governing parliamentary action, while Halliday and Matthiessen (2014) view
such choices as interpersonal resources through which speakers negotiate responsibility and authority.

Modal auxiliaries constituted the principal means of expressing high dynamic modality. Expressions such as

“can”, “will”, and “cannot” frequently expressed strong capability, determination, and commitment to action,
allowing MCAs to project varying degrees of institutional agency, as illustrated in Example (1).

a) You realize | am very young and | can multitask. Moreover, | have the capacity to go through the list
very fast and | am reporting to the House that the last time | was at Nyandusi, | was given several copies
of applications of those who had applied from, that is way last year. (KCA- 4" Apr, 2017 afternoon)

b) Hon. Members, the Chairperson of the Public Accounts Committee will seek leave of the Assembly to
Table the Special Report of the Auditor General on the financial operations of Nairobi City County.
(NCA- 24t July, 2014 afternoon)

c) The department cannot come up with project of planting trees; there are a lot of things to be done. (ICA-
215t September, 2016 morning)

In “You realize I am very young and I can multitask...”, the modal auxiliary “can” constructs the speaker as a
competent legislative actor capable of managing multiple institutional responsibilities. Rather than merely
expressing personal ability, the modal legitimizes the speaker’s capacity to undertake Assembly duties
efficiently, thereby reinforcing credibility and projecting confidence in the execution of legislative
responsibilities. Similarly, in “The Chairperson of the Public Accounts Committee will seek leave of the
Assembly...”, “will” projects firm institutional commitment by presenting the proposed procedural action as
both expected and achievable within the Assembly’s established rules. The modal therefore frames legislative

action as orderly and procedurally grounded rather than tentative or discretionary.

2 13

In “The department cannot come up with project of planting trees...”, “cannot” establishes a categorical
institutional limitation by defining the practical boundaries of departmental capability. Although expressing
inability, the modal retains high dynamic force because the limitation is presented as definitive rather than
uncertain, enabling the speaker to evaluate executive performance and highlight institutional shortcomings.

Across the three County Assemblies, these modal auxiliaries consistently construct capability, commitment, and
institutional evaluation, illustrating how high dynamic modality enables MCAs to present themselves and other
institutional actors as capable of initiating, directing, or delimiting legislative action. This finding supports
Chilton’s (2004) and Vukovi¢-Stamatovi¢’s (2016) observation that modality constitutes an important linguistic
resource for constructing authority and institutional positioning in political and parliamentary discourse.

Semi-modals such as “has to”, “need to”, and “be able to” further reinforced high dynamic modality by linking
strong agency to procedural necessity and coordinated institutional action as in example (2) below.

(@) Very well. If the Motion is defeated, the House Business Committee has to go back and bring another
Motion; and probably we are not going to sit tomorrow, the day after tomorrow... (KCA- 14" Feb, 2017
afternoon)
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(b) T}ferefore, I don’t see why we need to have two months outside Mr. Speaker Sir, waiting to come back
and conduct serious businesses. (NCA- 19t Feb, 2015 afternoon)

(c) So Mr. Speaker, we managed to sit with our team at the office of the clerk, that they seek for further,
more days to consider and be able to submit the document before the House, probably until Wednesday
afternoon. (ICA- 30t Mar, 2017 afternoon)

In “The House Business Committee has to go back and bring another Motion...”, the semi-modal “has to” frames
the Committee’s response as procedurally unavoidable, positioning institutional action as a consequence of
Assembly rules rather than individual preference. Agency is therefore presented as operating within established
legislative procedures. Likewise, in ““...I don’t see why we need to...” “need to” constructs the proposed course
of action as an institutional requirement necessary for the effective conduct of Assembly business. The speaker
presents continued delay as unnecessary, thereby constructing the Assembly as capable of acting sooner and
more efficiently. Similarly, in “...be able to submit the document before the House...”, the expression “be able
to” foregrounds institutional capability by presenting document submission as an achievable outcome once
sufficient time has been granted. The modal therefore links capability to preparation, coordination, and
compliance with Assembly processes.

Collectively, these semi-modals demonstrate that high dynamic agency is constructed not only through direct
expressions of capability but also through institutional procedures that regulate how and when action may be
undertaken. This pattern aligns with Ilie’s (2010) observation that parliamentary discourse is fundamentally
shaped by procedural norms and institutional expectations governing responsibility and collective action.

Although comparatively rare, lexical verbs such as “intend”, “aim to”, and “plan” also contributed to the
construction of high dynamic modality by explicitly encoding deliberate volition and purposive institutional
direction as in (3) below.

(@) I intend to put him on his toes so that he can work to better this county. (KCA- 15t Apr, 2016 morning)

(b) In the trade sector, the amendments aim to extend the deadline for instituting penalties for the late
payments of rent from the 15th to the 10th of every month. (NCA- 14t Oct, 2015 afternoon)

(c) When we plan a road there should be a drainage system, and we must see the status. (ICA- 171" Aug,
2016 morning)

In “I'intend to put him on his toes...”, the lexical verb “intend to” constructs oversight as a deliberate institutional
commitment rather than a spontaneous personal reaction. By explicitly expressing future-oriented resolve, the
speaker positions himself as an accountable legislative actor committed to enhancing executive performance
through the Assembly’s oversight mandate. Similarly, “the amendments aim to...”, “aim to” frames the proposed
legislative changes as purposeful and strategically directed, presenting the amendments as institutional measures
designed to achieve clearly defined policy objectives rather than isolated procedural adjustments. In “When we
plan a road...” the lexical verb “plan” projects agency through forward-looking institutional preparation. By
linking road construction to drainage requirements, the speaker presents planning as an essential component of
responsible public infrastructure development, thereby reinforcing the Assembly’s commitment to effective
governance and sustainable implementation.

Collectively, these lexical verbs construct agency through explicit expressions of intention, planning, and
purposive institutional direction. Unlike modal auxiliaries, which realise dynamic meanings primarily through
grammatical forms, lexical verbs foreground deliberate institutional commitment more directly. Although
relatively infrequent, they remain significant because they articulate policy priorities, developmental objectives,
and the intentional nature of legislative action.

Modal adjectives, though extremely limited, also revealed important dimensions of high dynamic modality,
particularly through forms such as “impossible” as in example (4).
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(@) Yés, to do survey, architectural and they said 1t Is Impossible in some areas so they can’t do It. (KCA-
15t Mar, 2016 afternoon)

(b) 1t was a bit impossible to achieve that but | do believe that with a Motion, something set to govern the
rules of the City, this will be possible. I will call upon Hon. George Ochola from Hospital ward to second
the Motion. (KCA- 16™ Feb, 2016 afternoon)

In “it is impossible in some areas...” the modal adjective “impossible” presents the implementation challenge
as a categorical circumstantial limitation rather than a speculative concern. The speaker attributes the inability
to conduct the survey to contextual realities, thereby defining clear practical boundaries within which
institutional action must operate. Although the adjective expresses inability, its modal force remains high
because the limitation is asserted with certainty rather than hesitation. This enables the speaker to evaluate the
feasibility of the proposed activity while drawing attention to practical barriers affecting implementation.
Likewise, in “It was a bit impossible to achieve that but ... this will be possible”, the contrast between
“impossible” and “possible” constructs a transition from earlier institutional constraints to anticipated capability.
The speaker acknowledges earlier constraints while projecting confidence in future institutional action. Rather
than merely describing changing circumstances, the speaker uses these evaluative forms to acknowledge
previous implementation difficulties while projecting confidence in future legislative action.

Across both examples, modal adjectives function as evaluative resources through which MCAs assess feasibility,
identify contextual constraints, and frame institutional possibilities within the realities of legislative governance.

Collectively, high dynamic modality constructs institutional agency as stable, actionable, and procedurally
grounded. Across modal auxiliaries, semi-modals, lexical verbs, and modal adjectives, MCAs employ strong
dynamic expressions to project capability, articulate institutional commitment, evaluate organisational
performance, and define the practical boundaries of feasible action. From a sema-pragmatic perspective, these
forms do more than express ability; they position legislative actors as authoritative participants capable of
initiating, directing, coordinating, or delimiting institutional action within the procedural realities of County
Assembly debate. Consistent with Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) interpersonal perspective and Kratzer’s
(1991) contextual dependency framework, high dynamic modality therefore functions as a strategic linguistic
resource through which institutional agency is constructed, negotiated, and legitimised in legislative discourse.

Median Dynamic Modality: Negotiating Conditional Agency

Table 2: Frequency Distribution of Median Dynamic Modality by Modal Form across Kisii, Nairobi, and
Isiolo County Assemblies

MEDIAN DYNAMIC MODALITY
MODAL FORM | KCA NCA ICA TOTAL | PERCENTAGE (%)
MA 600 355 24 979 44.14%
SM 633 375 24 1032 46.53%
DM 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Advs 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Adjs 52 41 12 105 4.73%
Nouns 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Lexicals 50 38 14 102 4.60%
TOTAL 1335 809 74 2218 100.00%
%AGE 60.19% | 36.47% 3.34% | 100.00%

Note. MA = Modal auxiliaries; SM = Semi-modals; DM = Discourse markers; Advs = Modal adverbs; Adjs =
Modal adjectives; Nouns = Modal nouns; Lexicals = Lexical verbs; KCA = Kisii County Assembly; NCA =
Nairobi County Assembly; ICA = Isiolo County Assembly. Percentages are calculated from the total occurrences
across the dataset.
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Median dynamic modality occupied an Intermediate position between strong Institutional assertion and
constrained capacity, representing agency as contingent upon procedural, contextual, or institutional conditions.
As shown in Table 2, 2,218 instances were identified across the corpus. Semi-modals constituted the most
frequent modal form (46.53%), closely followed by modal auxiliaries (44.14%), whereas modal adjectives
(4.73%) and lexical verbs (4.60%) occurred only occasionally. Kisii County Assembly recorded the highest
proportion (60.19%), followed by Nairobi (36.47%) and Isiolo (3.34%). The predominance of semi-modals and
modal auxiliaries indicates that MCAs more frequently negotiated agency through qualified rather than
categorical expressions of capability and commitment.

Unlike high dynamic modality, which presents action as firmly achievable and institutionally grounded, median
dynamic modality frames action as dependent on enabling circumstances, procedural requirements, or collective
agreement. In this way, it reflects what Halliday and Matthiessen (2014) describe as median modulation, where
speakers balance commitment with caution while maintaining interpersonal alignment. Consequently, median
dynamic modality functions as a sema-pragmatic resource through which MCAs negotiate conditional agency,
presenting institutional action as possible and desirable, but not entirely within their immediate control.

Semi-modals were the principal linguistic resource for expressing median dynamic modality, particularly

through forms such as “used to”, “dare to”, “be able to”, and future-oriented constructions like “going to” as in
(5) below.

(a) That is the most neutral place but in this case the police want to send a message to us that if police wrong
you, you should not dare to complain against that police officer. (KCA-6™ July, 2016 afternoon)

(b) After getting these names, | wrote to the registrar of companies who provided me with the list of all
directors who used to distribute sugar on behalf of Mumias Sugar Company. (NCA- 10" Feb, 2015
afternoon)

(c) I ask the clerk who is here to notify them, by tomorrow so that they can constitute on how they are going
to carry out this one. (NCA- 11" Aug, 2016 afternoon)

These forms typically construct agency as context-dependent, temporally situated, or procedurally mediated. In
“...you should not dare to complain against that police officer”, the semi-modal “dare to” encodes willingness to
act under restrictive circumstances. The expression presents the act of complaining as possible but socially
discouraged, thereby portraying agency as conditional and constrained by existing power relations. Rather than
portraying complaint as an unrestricted right, the speaker frames agency as socially and institutionally
constrained. The semi-modal “dare to” therefore exposes the power relations surrounding police accountability
by presenting action as possible only for those willing to confront potential consequences.

Sb 19

Similarly, in “...all directors who used to distribute sugar on behalf of Mumias Sugar Company”, “used to”
locates agency within a previous institutional context. By referring to former distributors, “used to” contrasts
past institutional arrangements with present circumstances, implicitly highlighting organisational change.
Agency is therefore represented as dependent on shifting institutional contexts rather than as a stable
organisational capability.

In “...they are going to carry out this one”, “going to” projects intended future action while acknowledging that
implementation depends on consultation and projects intended institutional action while recognising that
implementation remains dependent upon consultation and administrative coordination. Rather than expressing
immediate capability, the speaker presents agency as emerging through collective procedural processes.

Collectively, these semi-modal forms position agency between strong assertion and clear constraint. They enable
MCAs to represent action as possible, intended, or achievable while simultaneously acknowledging the
contextual, temporal, and procedural conditions that shape its realization. Median dynamic modality therefore
functions as a resource for negotiating conditional agency, presenting institutional action as neither fully
guaranteed nor entirely restricted.
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Modal auxiliaries such as “could” and “would” similarly functioned to negotiate conditional agency by softening
assertions of ability or willingness as illustrated in example (6).

(a) If you will not have done anything by Wednesday morning we will drop the Bill. (KCA- 10" Feb, 2016
morning)

(b) 1 would like to remind him that in my petition, | am not petitioning the County Assembly but the County
Assembly Service Board. (NCA- 11t Nov, 2014 afternoon)

(c) They could have even called us and seat together and go through this document. (ICA- 30" June, 2016
afternoon)

In “If you will not have done anything by Wednesday morning we will drop the Bill...”, “will not” presents
institutional action as contingent upon the fulfilment of a preceding condition. Rather than asserting
unconditional authority, the speaker frames the proposed course of action as dependent on procedural
developments. Agency is therefore negotiated through conditional circumstances, positioning institutional action
as possible but subject to contextual requirements. Similarly, in “I would like to remind him...”, “would” softens
the corrective intervention, allowing the speaker to challenge another participant while maintaining the collegial
norms expected in parliamentary debate. Rather than asserting authority directly, the speaker frames the reminder
as a courteous expression of intention, thereby negotiating institutional expectations through procedural
politeness. In “They could have even called us...”, “could” presents consultation as a feasible but unrealized
course of action. Rather than directly criticising fellow actors, could frames consultation as a missed institutional
opportunity. The modal enables the speaker to question procedural practice while preserving the cooperative

tone expected within legislative deliberation.

Palmer (2001) associates dynamic modality with meanings of ability and willingness. In the present data, these
modal auxiliaries construct agency as qualified and contingent rather than fully asserted, allowing MCAs to
critique, propose, and intervene while avoiding categorical claims of authority. Such moderation is particularly
important in parliamentary interaction, where speakers must balance institutional critique with procedural
legitimacy and collegial engagement (llie, 2010).

Modal adjectives such as “possible” further reinforced median dynamic modality by foregrounding feasibility
rather than certainty as in (7) below.

(a) We know how they ride those motor bikes it could be we cause the accidents ourselves, or it is possible
that, that area needs bumps. (KCA- 1t Mar, 2016 afternoon)

(b) Mr. Speaker, | do agree with what they are saying and the Committee will try their best to bring it but I
do not think whether it is possible for 7 days Mr. Speaker sir. (NCA- 11" Nov, 2014 afternoon)

(c) ...the issue of timeline is also need to be checked is it possible three days to go to Alango, Dadacha Basa,
Dolo Dakiye, atleast we give them one week as proposed by the mover of the motion, so that they bring
the report because we don’t want a shoddy report, because what is happening in Chari, Cherrab all wards
we need reports. (ICA- 151 Mar, 2016 morning)

In “it is possible that that area needs bumps”, “possible” presents the proposed explanation as plausible rather
than certain, thereby allowing the speaker to recommend action while withholding full commitment. Similarly,
in “I do not think whether it is possible for 7 days...”, “possible” is used to evaluate the practical feasibility of
an institutional expectation, thereby foregrounding procedural limitations. Likewise, in “is it possible three days
to go to Alango, Dadacha Basa, Dolo Dakiye...”, the adjective functions as a resource for questioning whether

the proposed timeline can realistically accommodate the required activities.

Across the three Assemblies, “possible” consistently functions as an evaluative resource through which MCAs
assess the feasibility of proposed institutional action. Rather than asserting that action will occur, speakers use
the adjective to determine whether existing procedural and practical conditions make implementation
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realistically achievable. This pattern is consistent with Kratzer’s (1991) view that modal meanings are shaped
by circumstantial conditions, as agency is represented in relation to practical constraints, procedural
requirements, and contextual realities.

Lexical verbs, though comparatively infrequent, also contributed to median dynamic modality by encoding
aspirational or negotiated volition as in example (8).

(a) We intend to protect this stone and in this regard a bill has tabled in the county Assembly for necessary
debate and approval. (NCA- 10" Feb, 2015 afternoon)

(b) 1 hope all Members will be around as we deliberate on this Bill. (NCA- 51" May, 2016 afternoon)

(c) I hope the treasury will utilize these funds properly as enshrined in article 102 that public funds will be
utilized in a responsible and prudent manner, we are here to protect public funds, we are here to safeguard
and promote the interest of people. (ICA-10™" May, 2016 afternoon)

In “We intend to protect this stone...”, “intend to” expresses deliberate institutional commitment toward future
action. However, the intended action remains subject to subsequent legislative processes, including debate and
approval, meaning that agency is projected as purposeful but not yet fully realized. The form therefore occupies
an intermediate position between strong assertion and uncertainty, presenting action as planned and achievable
while acknowledging the procedural conditions necessary for its implementation. Unlike “intend to”, which
projects deliberate institutional commitment, “hope” in “I hope all Members will be around...”, constructs agency
indirectly by expressing expectation rather than control. The speaker signals preferred institutional outcomes
while acknowledging that their realization depends on the decisions and cooperation of other actors. Likewise,
in “I hope the treasury will utilize these funds properly...”, “hope” functions as a form of soft oversight, signalling
expectations of accountability without imposing direct obligation. In both cases, the speakers articulate preferred
courses of action while recognizing that their fulfilment lie beyond immediate personal control.

These lexical verbs are significant because they construct agency as aspirational, negotiated, and dependent upon
future developments rather than as immediately guaranteed action. Rather than projecting categorical authority,
they position MCAs as actors who seek to influence institutional outcomes through commitment, expectation,
and persuasion. As such, they reinforce the intermediate character of median dynamic modality, where action is
presented as achievable but contingent upon procedural, institutional, or collective conditions.

Collectively, median dynamic modality constructs institutional agency as negotiated rather than absolute. Across
semi-modals, modal auxiliaries, modal adjectives, and lexical verbs, MCAs consistently represent legislative
action as feasible but dependent upon procedural coordination, practical circumstances, and collective
participation. Unlike high dynamic modality, which projects confident institutional capability, median dynamic
forms balance commitment with caution, enabling speakers to advance proposals, express expectations, and
evaluate institutional possibilities without claiming complete control over outcomes. In this way, median
dynamic modality functions as a sema-pragmatic resource through which legislative actors negotiate authority
while recognising the procedural and contextual realities of parliamentary decision-making.

Low Dynamic Modality: Encoding Constrained Agency

Table 3: Frequency Distribution of Low Dynamic Modality Across Modal Forms in County Assembly
Debates

LOW DYNAMIC MODALITY
MODAL FORM | KCA NCA ICA TOTAL | PERCENTAGE (%)
MA 249 72 3 324 81.00%
SM 5 4 0 9 2.25%
DM 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Advs 0 0 0 0 0.00%
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Adjs 23 9 7 39 9.75%
Nouns 0 0 0 0 0.00%
Lexicals 20 8 0 28 7.00%
TOTAL 297 93 10 400 100.00%
%AGE 74.25% | 23.25% | 2.50% | 100.00%

Note. MA = Modal auxiliaries; SM = Semi-modals; DM = Discourse markers; Advs = Modal adverbs; Adjs =
Modal adjectives; Nouns = Modal nouns; Lexicals = Lexical verbs; KCA= Kisii County Assembly; NCA=
Nairobi County Assembly; ICA= Isiolo County Assembly. The percentages reflect the proportional distribution
of modal forms expressing low dynamic modality across the three County Assemblies.

Low dynamic modality was the least frequent yet analytically significant value of dynamic modality in the
corpus, with 400 occurrences across the three County Assemblies. As shown in Table 3, modal auxiliaries
overwhelmingly dominated this category (81.00%), followed by modal adjectives (9.75%), lexical verbs
(7.00%), and semi-modals (2.25%), while discourse markers, adverbs, and modal nouns were absent. Kisii
County Assembly recorded the highest proportion (74.25%), followed by Nairobi (23.25%) and Isiolo (2.50%).
This distribution indicates that when MCAs express weak dynamic force, they primarily rely on modal resources
that present action as restricted, dependent, or situationally inhibited.

Unlike high dynamic modality, which projects confident institutional agency, and median dynamic modality,
which negotiates conditional capability, low dynamic modality most explicitly constructs agency as constrained
by procedural, structural, and circumstantial limitations. From Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) perspective,
these forms realise low-value modulation by presenting capacity and willingness in attenuated terms, while
Kratzer’s (1991) contextual dependency framework explains such meanings as arising from unfavourable
circumstantial conditions that restrict institutional action. Consistent with the contextual coding adopted in this
study, forms such as “would” were classified as dynamic only where they encoded constrained volition or
contingent capacity rather than politeness or epistemic projection.

Modal auxiliaries were the principal resource for expressing low dynamic modality, particularly through forms
such as “would”, “would not”, and weakened contextual uses of “could”. In these contexts, such auxiliaries
encode restrained volition, hypothetical capacity, or tentative situational possibility as illustrated in (9) below.

(a) Secondly, I would not want to belabour much, but we have pickups parked where Members are supposed
to park and also hearses which are on standby at the Assembly grounds; that should an emergency of a
death happen, they are on call. (KCA- 12t July, 2016 afternoon)

(b) He is part and parcel of this Assembly and it could only be fair if he can be allowed to substantiate or
else you rule him out of order. (NCA- 10t June, 2015 afternoon)

(c) From the conversation we had with National Water Corporation and Pipeline Company, we saw it was
an ideal idea to this County and it would help this country to grow and be shun away from the problem
of water. (ICA- 2"4 Aug, 2016 afternoon)

In “Twould not want to belabour much...”, “would not” would not constructs institutional restraint by signalling
the speaker’s deliberate moderation of parliamentary intervention. Rather than withdrawing from debate, the
speaker limits the force of the contribution in accordance with legislative decorum, thereby exercising agency
through procedural self-regulation rather than direct assertion. Similarly, in “...it could only be fair if he can be
allowed to substantiate...”, “could” presents the proposed action as desirable but contingent upon institutional
approval. By framing the proposal through “could”, the speaker avoids presenting the request as an institutional
demand. Instead, the modal appeals to procedural fairness and collective judgment, allowing criticism to be

expressed without undermining the cooperative norms of parliamentary deliberation.

2 <

In “it would help this country to grow...”, “would” projects a potential future benefit rather than an assured
outcome. Rather than projecting a guaranteed developmental outcome, “would” presents the anticipated benefits
as contingent upon successful implementation. The speaker therefore constructs institutional progress as
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dependent upon future administrative action and favourable contextual conditions rather than immediate
legislative control. Across these examples, modal auxiliaries construct agency as restrained, hypothetical, or
procedurally mediated rather than decisively enacted. Such expressions therefore construct constrained agency
by foregrounding dependence on institutional processes, collective approval, and contextual circumstances.

Modal adjectives, particularly “possible”, were the second most prominent resource and frequently encoded
constrained feasibility in interpersonal requests. In such contexts, “possible” softened directives by recognizing
practical, procedural, or hierarchical limitations as in example (10).

(a) And if possible, you are to bring the letters. (KCA-10t" May, 2017 afternoon)

(b) I think this is a matter which needs to be discussed by this Assembly, we need to condemn this act and we
need to know what action has been taken by the County Government and if possible, you allow that we
discuss this Motion as a matter of emergency together with the one of Hon. Imwatok, | would appreciate
Mr. Speaker. (NCA- 13t Oct, 2015 afternoon)

(c) The identification of riparian is only “possible” after environmental impact assessment has been
undertaken, to the satisfaction of Nema. (ICA- 30" Nov, 2016 morning)

In ““...if possible, you are to bring the letters”, “possible” mitigates directive force by acknowledging situational
contingency. Likewise, in “...if possible, you allow that we discuss this Motion...”, the Member places agency
within the Speaker’s discretion, thereby reducing personal authority and foregrounding institutional hierarchy.
In both instances, action is presented as dependent on cooperation, approval, or favourable circumstances rather
than direct speaker control. The adjective therefore enables MCAs to advance requests while recognising
institutional hierarchy, procedural discretion, and practical limitations, illustrating how constrained agency is
negotiated through interpersonal sensitivity rather than authoritative command.

Beyond interpersonal negotiation, “possible” also encodes constrained agency within regulatory and procedural
frameworks. In the statement, “...identification of riparian is only possible after environmental impact
assessment...”, institutional action is represented as feasible only through compliance with external legal
requirements. Agency is therefore conditioned by procedural authorization rather than solely by legislative
intent. In this use, “possible” shifts attention from capability itself to the circumstances that enable capability.
Across both interpersonal and regulatory contexts, modal adjectives foreground the limits of legislative control
by demonstrating that action frequently depends on external systems of approval, legality, and institutional
process. This interpretation is consistent with Kratzer’s (1991) view that modal meanings are shaped by the

circumstantial conditions within which actions become feasible.

Lexical verbs such as “hope” further contributed to low dynamic modality by expressing desired outcomes
without direct control over realization. In these contexts, “hope” functions less as a marker of epistemic
uncertainty than as a lexical resource for weakly projected agency, where intended outcomes depend on external
approval or cooperation as in (11) below.

(@) I hope they will give us blessings to be good leaders and even be here for a second term so that we can
serve our people. (KCA- 16™ Feb, 2017 afternoon)

(b) 1 hope you are speaking as Leader Majority or deputy or Whip because I don’t have any of those in the
House. (KCA- 15t Mar, 2016 afternoon)

(c) Yes, finally we as the CORD fraternity have had a total cane which you cannot even amend but what is
there and | hope he could assist us to pursue in life as far as our party is concerned. (NCA- 19t Nov,
2014 afternoon)

By choosing “hope” in “I hope they will give us blessings...”, the speaker deliberately relinquishes direct
institutional control and instead positions the desired outcome as dependent upon the cooperation, decisions, or
goodwill of other actors. Similarly, in “I hope you are speaking as Leader Majority...”, “hope” softens a
procedural challenge by allowing the speaker to question another Member's institutional role indirectly. Rather
than confronting procedural legitimacy outright, the lexical choice preserves collegial interaction while still
inviting clarification. In “I hope he could assist us...”, the combination of “hope” and “could” doubly attenuates
agency, presenting the desired assistance as dependent not only on another actor’s willingness but also on
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circumstances beyond the speaker’s direct influence. Institutional action is therefore portrayed as highly
contingent upon external cooperation.

Across these examples, “hope” constructs MCAs as institutionally engaged but only indirectly influential
participants whose preferred outcomes remain contingent on external actors, procedural responses, or collective
agreement. Rather than asserting control, speakers employ such lexical forms to express aspiration, expectation,
and negotiated influence. This pattern reflects the broader tendency within institutional interaction for speakers
to manage interpersonal relations through mitigated and non-imposing forms of expression (Walsh, 2011).

Semi-modals such as “need to”, “needs to”, and “needed to”” occurred least frequently, but remained analytically
significant because they framed action as shaped by situational or procedural necessity rather than strong
personal agency. Although these forms are often associated with obligation, in the present data they were
classified as dynamic where they encoded actions shaped by contextual requirements and institutional
circumstances rather than externally imposed directives as in example (12).

(@) I don’t think the Kisii County Government is taking issues seriously, Mr. Speaker sir as evidence, you
are here seated but our Government side has been having empty seats. People could be busy, but I as the
government, even the members’ seriousness needs to be addressed from this assembly. (KCA- 7t Oct,
2014 afternoon)

(b) Hon. Speaker, we need to adhere to the rules and procedures of this House before the names are even
brought in. (NCA- 16t July, 2014 afternoon)

(c) So what I am saying, | have noted with concern that the issues raised by Honourable Orora that the Bill
has got serious impact on the community and that members of the public needed to know exactly what
the contents of the Bill are consequences of those who will be caught on the wrong side of the coin.
(KCA- 2t Mar, 2016 morning)

Rather than presenting corrective action as a matter of personal preference, in “the members’ seriousness needs
to be addressed from this Assembly”, “needs to” locates responsibility in the institutional circumstances
themselves. The speaker therefore portrays intervention as a response to organisational shortcomings rather than
an expression of individual authority. Similarly, in “we need to adhere to the rules and procedures of this
House...”, “need to” presents compliance as governed by procedural frameworks external to individual volition.
Likewise, “members of the public needed to know...” frames action as required by legislative circumstances
rather than direct speaker control. Across these examples, semi-modals construct agency as responsive to
contextual demands, procedural requirements, and institutional expectations rather than as assertively exercised.
Their low frequency suggests that MCAs rarely foreground necessity through dynamic semi-modal forms;
however, when they do occur, such forms highlight the extent to which political action is shaped by
circumstances beyond the immediate control of individual actors.

Collectively, low dynamic modality functions as a sema-pragmatic resource for constructing institutional agency
under conditions of constraint. Across modal auxiliaries, modal adjectives, lexical verbs, and semi-modals,
MCAs consistently represent action as shaped by procedural rules, institutional hierarchy, regulatory
frameworks, and dependence on other actors. Unlike high dynamic modality, which projects confident
capability, and median dynamic modality, which negotiates conditional action, low dynamic forms foreground
the structural boundaries within which legislative actors operate. The findings therefore complete the continuum
of agency identified in this study, demonstrating that institutional action in County Assembly debates is
linguistically constructed along a spectrum ranging from confident enactment, through negotiated possibility, to
explicit acknowledgement of procedural and contextual limitation. Viewed through Halliday and Matthiessen’s
(2014) interpersonal perspective and Kratzer’s (1991) contextual dependency framework, low dynamic modality
reveals how legislative discourse simultaneously projects authority while recognising the practical constraints
that shape governance in devolved institutions.

Dynamic Modality as a Continuum of Agency

The findings indicate that dynamic modality in County Assembly discourse is organised along a continuum of
agency through which MCAs linguistically construct varying degrees of institutional capacity, willingness, and
constraint. Rather than functioning as discrete categories, high, median, and low dynamic modality represent
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graded sema-pragmatic resources that enable speakers to modulate the strength of institutional action according
to the demands of legislative interaction.

Across the three County Assemblies, MCAs systematically shift between representing institutional action as
confidently achievable, conditionally attainable, or constrained by procedural, organisational, and contextual
realities. These shifts reflect strategic linguistic choices through which speakers negotiate accountability, align
themselves with institutional roles, and respond to the practical demands of legislative deliberation. Dynamic
modality therefore functions not simply as a marker of ability but as a sema-pragmatic resource for constructing
institutional agency and negotiating the boundaries of legislative action.

From an SFL perspective, these patterns illustrate the interpersonal role of modality in constructing speaker
stance, negotiating social relations, and positioning institutional authority. Kratzer’s (1991) Contextual
Dependency Theory complements this perspective by explaining how modal meanings emerge from the
circumstantial conditions surrounding legislative action. Taken together, these complementary frameworks
explain how agency is linguistically calibrated according to the institutional opportunities and contextual
constraints within which political action is negotiated.

Overall, the findings establish dynamic modality as a central sema-pragmatic resource through which MCAs
negotiate institutional agency in County Assembly debates. By demonstrating that high, median, and low
dynamic modality systematically construct assertive, conditional, and constrained forms of agency, respectively,
the study advances understanding of how legislative actors linguistically negotiate power, responsibility, and
institutional action. In doing so, it extends modality research beyond its predominant focus on epistemic and
deontic meanings and highlights the analytical value of dynamic modality for understanding agency in devolved
legislative governance.
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