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ENGLISH SEMI-MODAL BE ABOUT TO
SEEN THROUGH ITS SERBIAN
TRANSLATION EQUIVALENTS

Given notable merit of translation in accessing meanings of a lin-
guistic form, this study attempts to look into the English semi-modal be
about to through the lens of its Serbian equivalents. The overall objective
is to approach the construction from a contrastive and translation-de-
scriptive perspective. A methodological framework comprises a con-
trastive and qualitative analysis, supported by quantitative data. The
unilateral contrastive analysis was carried out on the sentential corpus
composed of the excerpts from three English novels and their Serbian
translations. It revealed as many as 16 various Serbian morphosyntactic,
grammatical, and lexical forms which convey meanings of be about to in
the present and/or past tense. Accordingly, it confirmed that immediate
future time reference did not exhaust the semantics of be about to (Com-
rie 1985: 95) and had provided an account of its aspectual and modal
meanings which are far from being sharply separable and mutually
exclusive. In this regard, the meanings of dynamic modality surfacing
through translation deserve a specific mention.

Keywords: be about to, the future time, aspectual meaning, modal
meaning, Serbian

1. INTRODUCTION
1.1. Be about to in linguistic description and theory

Overviewing the literature, certain shortages in precision and the details
provided on the English periphrastic construction® be about to may be
noticed. As already rightfully noted (Hoche 2011: 118), the descriptive entries
in grammars are characterised with notable terminological inconsistencies.
Besides, the impression is that the status of be about to is open to debate. From
a grammatical point of view, it is assigned to the English modality system
which comprises nine central modals and many multi-word constructions that
function like modal verbs. Quirk et al. (1985: 137-146) consider the latter the
verb idioms which express modal or aspectual meaning and are introduced

1 aleksandra.radovanovic@kg.ac.rs

2 The terms expression and construction are used interchangeably in the study, the latter not
being used with any reference to the Construction Grammar Approach but in the way it is
commonly used in relevant literature (e.g. Comrie 1985).
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by one of the primary verbs have and be, also labelled semi-auxiliaries, qua-
si-auxiliary constructions or marginal auxiliaries elsewhere. The members of
this somewhat open-ended group are also referred to as semi-modals, lexi-
co-modals, quasi-modals or periphrastic modals (Collins 2009; Depraetere,
Reed 2006). As such, be about to is characterised by the following features:
generally exhibits the so-called NICE® properties in respect of the be part of
its form, has non-finite forms, it inflects for person and number (Depraetere,
Reed 2006: 272-273), and conveys epistemic and dynamic modal meanings
(Collins 2009:155).

The general consensus is that this construction belongs to a large inven-
tory of devices that express actions conceived of in future time.* In addi-
tion to lexical means, in English futurity is expressed by way of a number of
verb forms, including modals and semi-modals, each of which has its subtle
nuances of meaning (Leech *2004: 55). More to the point, the accounts of be
about to rest on the notions of immediate future or immediacy (Comrie 1985:
95; Declerck et al. 2006: 356; Leech *2004), near future (Quirk et al. 1985: 217)
and extreme closeness (Huddleston, Pullum 2002: 212). Echoing Jespersen’s
(1949: V, 213) view that about to means at the point of, just going to, beginning
to, the descriptions commonly encapsulate drawing comparisons with func-
tionally similar constructions, i.e. be on the point of and be going to (Declerck
et al. 2006: 356; Huddleston, Pullum 2002: 212; Leech 32004: 59; Quirk et al.
1985: 217). Considering its temporal semantics, be about to has been regarded
a futurish form (Declerck et al. 2006)° or even considered a tense form (Jirsa
1997) which apparently conflicts Comrie’s (1985: 95) claim that it is idiomatic
rather than grammaticalised. This, in fact, raises the issue of subsuming be
about to under the category of aspectuality. In accord with Jespersen’s (1949:
IV, 362) view that it is one of the “phrases which often serve to denote ‘prospec-
tiveness” with various degrees of proximity” with relation to the present time
(a prospective present) or the past time (a prospective past), Comrie (1976:
64-65) treats be about to as an expression indicating prospective aspectual
meaning which establishes a relation between a state at one time and some
subsequent situation.

1.2. Previous research

Despite the notable interest in the related verb forms, be about to has
received only limited attention. Neither some of the highly influential exten-
sive research on the future time reference in English includes it (e.g. Wekker,
1976), nor has it been given a mention in the widely quoted seminal studies on
modality and (English) modals (e.g. Palmer 1986, 2001), probably due to its
relatively low frequency of occurrences (Collins 2009: 155).

3 The acronym typically used to indicate the following properties of the central modals:
Negation, Inversion, Code, and Emphasis. For details, see Declerck, Reed (2006).

4 When used in the past tense, it refers to a projected future time span seen from the point in
the past, the future in the past (Quirk et al. 1985: 217).

5 The forms with a dual (the future and the present) time reference (Declerck et al. 2006: 106).
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So far, a diachronic portrayal of be about to has received significant atten-
tion. Aiming to investigate the level of its grammaticalisation and what dia-
chrony can reveal of its synchronous uses and meaning, several studies have
addressed its development within different theoretical frameworks. Jirsa
(1997) examines the sources of be about to in the framework of grammaticali-
sation theory. Similarly, Watanabe (2011) sheds light on how be about to has
evolved into a grammaticalised form and provides a detailed survey of three
text genres in Late Modern English to determine the factors that caused the
change. Building on this research, Mee (2013) combines grammaticalisation
theory with a construction grammar perspective to account for the develop-
ment of be about to based on the data in three relevant corpora from different
time periods. Finding it important to draw an analogy between be about to
and other forms “that may be used for similar conceptual and social experi-
ences” (Mee 2013: 69), he also points to the grammaticalisation of be going
to for the purpose of comparison. This, in fact, is not an isolated case of the
scholarly attention drawn at their seemingly shared semantics.

Motivated by the assumed interchangeability of be going to and be about
to, the few detailed studies have addressed their semantic-pragmatic (dis)simi-
larities. Wada (2010) focuses on their different behaviour in certain environ-
ments. Specifically, she accounts for the difference in the co-occurrence of the
two constructions with future time adverbials and their different behaviour
in the past tense in so-called third-person narrative texts. Starting out with
the diachronic notes, Hoche (2010, 2011) provides a usage-based account of
be going to and be about to approached from a Cognitive Construction Gram-
mar. Constructional properties that distinguish be about to from be going to
are worked out on the basis of large sets of data of authentic language which
are subjected to a collostructional analysis. Both studies describe be about to
as a construction which falls somewhere in between the categories of futurate
forms and ingressive aspectualisers. In a nutshell, Hoche (2010, 2011) claims
that be about to should be considered an aspectual construction rather than a
future construction for it profiles the lead-up section to the onset of an event
and occupies a particular ecological niche in the neighbourhood of be going to
Vand start to V.

1.3. Aims of the study

In addition to intralinguistic, cross-linguistic comparisons could be a
valuable commodity in accessing meanings of a linguistic item. Considering
the already noted merit of translation in this respect,® this study set out to
investigate be about to through the lens of Serbian with the primary purpose
to approach the construction from a contrastive and translation-descrip-
tive point of view. Therefore, the underlying aim of the study is twofold: 1)
to juxtapose the translation equivalents of be about to in Serbian and reach

6 Johansson (2007: 57), for instance, states that one of the most fascinating aspects of
electronic corpora is that “they can make meanings visible through translation”.
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conclusions about differences and similarities of the contrasted languages,
and 2) to observe and classify the nature and variety of the investigated con-
struction on the basis of the juxtaposed linguistic items.

Being genetically related languages, English and Serbian show typologi-
cal similarities in expressing temporality, modality, and aspectuality. Previous
contrastive research has demonstrated that these are common bases shared by
the two languages, but expressed with different formal systems in English and
Serbian (Novakov 2008; Radovanovi¢ 2017; Trbojevi¢-Milosevi¢ 2004). As for
the future time reference, in English, there are five forms typically regarded
as the main forms for expressing future time (see Quirk et al. 1985, Wekker
1976), whereas in Serbian three members of the tense system are commonly
used. Therefore, through a contrastive analysis, a one-to-one correspondence
can hardly be expected. Also, Serbian does not have the grammatical means
to make a systematic distinction related to the remoteness/nearness of a future
event and a precise equivalent of be about to does not exist. In view of this, this
study may yield informative insights.

2. METHODOLOGY

The methodological framework comprises a contrastive and a qualitative
analysis, supported by quantitative data. A contrastive analysis method relied
on the principles outlined by Pordevi¢ (1994): the translation equivalence is
seen in terms of semantic equivalence, i.e. a semantically based tertium com-
parationis was used in the study. A unilateral analysis was carried out on the
sentential corpus compiled for the purpose of this research. Three acclaimed
novels (two of which written by K. Ishiguro (The Unconsoled and Never Let
Me Go)” were searched for the relevant instances of be about to,® and their
translations were then excerpted from the novels published in Serbian, which
resulted in the corpus comprising 116 examples in both languages. To gain
deeper qualitative insights, the translation equivalents (TEs) were manually
counted and classified according to the grammatical tense of be about to.

The study takes an eclectic approach and relies on the theoretical tools
of the aforementioned descriptive grammars and relevant theoretical studies,
particularly those from the field of language typology (Frawley 1992; Palmer
1986). A significant contribution comes from previous contrastive research
on expressing temporality (Novakov 2008) and modality (Radovanovi¢ 2017,
Trbojevi¢-Milosevi¢ 2004) in the same pair of languages, as well as from other
relevant studies on the Serbian verb system (modality (Hansen 2007) and pro-
spectivity (Popovic¢ 2008)). It adopts the terminology on the Serbian tenses used
by Novakov (2008) and relies on the classifications of modality markers pre-
viously applied in relevant contrastive and descriptive research. The analysis

7 Bibliographical descriptions of the textual material, along with the abbreviations used in
this study, are provided in Sources.

8 The instances of shifts or transpositions in translation (Newmark 1988) involving a change
from a verb form to a nominal phrase (e.g. you're about to operate, pred operaciju) were
disregarded in the analysis.
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adheres to a commonly accepted tripartite classification of modality and takes
the following as its cornerstones: epistemic modality (concerned with belief,
knowledge, truth, etc. in relation to the proposition), deontic modality (deals
with actions by others and by the speaker himself), and dynamic modality
(related to the dispositions and properties of the subject-referent) (Huddle-
ston, Pullum 2002; Palmer 1986, inter alia).

3. TRANSLATION EQUIVALENTS OF BEABOUT TO IN SERBIAN

Of 116 instances of be about to in our corpus, the majority are the past
tense forms, 92 or 79.3%, whereas only 38 (32.7%) are in the present tense. This
large discrepancy may be attributed to the genre as the past tense narration
is more common in fiction. Since in Serbian, there is no verb form congruent
with be about to, the findings of the contrastive analysis point, unsurprisingly,
to the one-to-many relationship between English and Serbian. The juxtaposed
equivalents of be about to in our data include various Serbian morphosyntactic,
grammatical and lexical means, 16 linguistic items altogether, as shown in
Table 1. For the ease of reference, these are classified based on their grammato-
semantical features and the numbers of their occurrences (NOC) are presented
in two separate columns based on the tense forms of be about to.

Table 1. Serbian equivalents of be about to

TEs in Serbian am/is/are about | was/were about
to to
Type Linguistic item NOC. NOC Total NOC
Tense form | futur 1 (indicative) 14 20 34 36
preterit 2 2
Aspectual samo $to nije 3 4 7 11
construction
na putu da 1 1
nije poceo da 1 1
na pragu da 1 1
umalo nije 1 1 2
Modal trebati 3 7 10 11
voleti 1 1
Semi-modal | hteti 31 31 31
Modal lexeme | spremati se 13 5 18 25
pripremati se 1 1
Zeleti 1 3 4
nastojati 1 1
nameravati 1 1
Modal spreman 2 2 2
adjective
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As Table 1 presents, 11 items cover the meanings of be about to present tense
forms, with future 1 indicative and modal lexeme spremati se standing out for
their frequency. There is a slightly greater divergence in the variety of employed
means for rendering be about to, used for the past time reference as the trans-
lators also resort to a semi-modal and a modal adjective. Overall, the linguistic
items conveying modality meanings prevail in translation. Serbian TEs pre-
sented in Table 1 can be roughly grouped into three semantically distinctive
grammatical categories (tense forms, aspectual constructions and modality
markers), thereby giving solid grounds for the ensuing qualitative analysis.

3. Semantics of be about to
3.1. Temporal meaning

The future time meaning of be about to is especially prominent in render-
ings with the Serbian future tense. In Serbian, future 1 indicative is a general
future tense which locates situations after the moment of speech (Novakov
2008: 47). Judging from its occurrence in translation, including (1S), be about
to can do no more than locate a situation in the future. Hence, it seems to indi-
cate a pure (Declerck et al. 2006: 343) or colourless future, i.e. a pure predictive
meaning typically recognised with 3" person animate or inanimate subjects as
in (1) and (2) respectively. This is in accord with the observation that be about
to converts the present into the implicit future tense (Popovi¢ 2008: 298).

(1) Just talk to them about your general impressions, theyre not about to
complain. (UNC)

(1S) Samo porazgovarajte sa njima o svojim opstim utiscima, nece se Zaliti
(BU: 340)

(2) And the old apartment isn’t about to go away, is it? (UNC)

(2S) Aistari stan nece pobeci zar ne? (BU: 234)

However, (1S) and (2S) fail to capture the imminence sense typically
recognised with be about to, thus indicating that it may not be its necessary
feature. To compensate for the lack of this shade of temporal meaning, time
adverbials signalling immediacy of expected situations are typically added in
translation. In over a third of future 1 instances in our data (13 out of 34),
uskoro ‘soon’, upravo ‘just’, kroz nekoliko trenutaka ‘in a few moments’, or
svakog trenutka ‘every moment’ modify and complement the primary mean-
ing of the verb form in its indicative or relative use,” as in (3S) and (4S). The
adverbials harmoniously reinforce the temporal nearness meaning,' other-
wise lacking from the future 1 semantics.

(3) Something is about to give. (SAT)

9 Future 1 relative expresses an event that is future in relation to some other past or future event.
10 It metaphorically derives from the sense of spatial nearness of about in be about to sentences
(Wada 2000: 402).
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(3S) Nesto ce svakog trenutka puéi. (SUB: 19)
(4) ... Icould sense I was about to enter a quite different atmosphere. (UNC)

(4S) ... osecao sam da ¢u kroz nekoliko trenutaka uci u sasvim drugacije
okruzenje. (BU: 41)

Arguably, examples like (4S) contradict the claim that be about to for the
future in the past usually implies unfulfillment (Jirsa 1997; Quirk et al. 1985)
since future 1 carries strong actuality implications. An interruption of the
realisation (Wada 2000: 412) can be captured in one instance of rendering be
about to with the Serbian preterite (5S) due to the when clause in the example.

(5) ...and I was about to hurry past before she spotted me... (SAT)

(5S) ...i pozurila sam da brzo prodem pre no $to me spazi... (SUB: 48)

3.2. Aspectual meaning

Concerning its aspectual features, be about to is generally accepted as dis-
playing prospectivity. The TEs of be about to present (6S) or the past tense (75),
(8S), (9S) forms are somewhat in line with Comrie’s (1976: 64) remark that
in some languages it may be difficult to find exact equivalents of expressions
with prospective meaning without going into long periphrases. Serbian does
not have a prospective aspect, yet it has devices capable of expressing prospec-
tivity, or encoding “a point just prior to the beginning of an event” (Frawley
1992: 322). These include lexical means, mostly adverbs and particles, used
alone or in combination with appropriate verbs, and the adverbial construc-
tion samo Sto nije (Popovi¢ 2008). The juxtaposed items in our corpus, with a
strong preference of 3™ person subjects, as in (6S) - (9S), confirm the verbali-
sation of temporal-aspectual fragment which precedes the very beginning of
the action (Popovic¢ 2008: 306).

(6) ...thereis always a storm about to break. (UNC)

(6S) ...uvek ima oluje koja samo $to nije pocela. (BU: 387)

(7) ...Ithought he was about to follow Parkhurst. (UNC)

(7S) ...jasam pomislio da samo sto nije krenuo za Parherstom. (BU: 347)

(8) ...the hotel manager did not notice Stephan until they were virtually
about to collide. (SAT)

(89) ...Upravnik hotela nije primetio Stefana dok se umalo nisu sudarili. (SUB: 533)

(9) ...what had so far been a miraculously successful evening was about to
come down in tatters around them. (SAT)

(9S) ... ono $to je bilo uspesno vece bilo na pragu da sasvim propadne. (SUB: 8)

The negative form in (6S) - (8S) deserves a mention as it signals that the
situation itself “has not yet come to pass” (Frawley 1992: 322). These sentences
just like the English original ones do not predict prospective situations since
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these may be prevented in some way or the other (Jespersen 1949: 1V, 362), or
blocked by intervening events (Comrie 1985: 95). That the situation be about
to describes is not necessarily realised also holds for the instances when its
semantics is viewed in terms of the concepts of initiation or preparation, as
suggested by Hoche (2010), which are closely related to the historical devel-
opment of the construction. Mee (2013: 80) proposes the semantic cline for be
about to displayed in two dimensions as:

(MOTION — INTENTION — FUTURE
| PHYSICAL PROXIMITY — TEMPORAL PROXIMITY

Likewise, Hoche (2010) maintains that about started from a primarily a
spatial preposition or adverb with the meaning ‘around the outside, around;
on every side’ or less definitely ‘on any side; near’ and became established in
the phrase be about+to infinitive to designate preparation or intention, and in
a further stage, the construction developed a future meaning. The relics of the
original meaning of the preposition surface in (10S).

(10) They’re about to have one of their set-pieces - and so soon. (M SAT)

(10S) Na putu su da upadnu u dobro poznatu Semu - tako rano. (M SUB: 173)

As Hoche (2010) argues, in more recent stages of its development, be
about to has taken on characteristics comparable to those of the patterns with
aspectualising verbs start/begin. That be about to refers to the initial stages
of the situation is evident from the translation with the aspectual construc-
tion, again in negative, containing verb poceti ‘begin’ (11S), which fits well
with Binnick’s (2006: 254) claim that in the prospective, processes receive
inchoative and ingressive interpretations. The same aspectual interpretation
is achieved by using the preterit of the imperfective verb created by means of
prefixation (12S) to indicate the initial phases of the situation. These clearly
provide further support to Hoche’s view.

(11) Is he about to become that man, that modern fool of a certain age,... (SAT)

(11S) Nije valjda poceo da se pretvara u onog modernog budalasa u izvesnim
godinama, ... (SUB: 31)

(12) Iwasabout to say something further to explain about Number Nine ... (SAT)

(12S) Zaustio sam da jos nesto kazem da bih objasnio ko je devetka... (SUB: 58)

Preparation as a semantic component of be about to appears to be more
salient in renderings with a modal lexical verb spremati se ‘prepare oneself’
and a modal adjective spreman ‘prepared, ready’. Whereas spremati se is a
common TE of be about to in both tense forms, as (13S) and (14S) show, a rare
use of a corresponding adjective is restricted to the past time contexts (15S).
In addition, the former allows for adverbial modifications to convey a higher
degree of immediacy of the preparing events as in (14S).

(13) We're not about to split... (NLM: 178)
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(13S)Mi se ne spremamo da raskinemo... (NDM: 203)

(14) ...Iwas about to abandon the cubicle angrily... (UNC)

(14S) ... upravo sam se spremao da besno napustim kabinu... (BU: 382)
(15) I was about to get up and clear a path... (SAT)

(15S)Bila sam spremna da ustanem i raskréim joj put.... (SUB: 268)

Clearly, the verb forms in (13) - (15S) express only the propensity to a
future situation (Comrie 1985: 95). As Hoche (2010: 54) notes, “being busily
involved in the preparation of something readily implies its occurrence in the
imminent future”. Yet, since spremati se features in the sentences with animate
subjects, each example above carries a significant amount of modal meaning,
which conforms to the view of prospectivity as a complex of aspectual-modal
features (Popovic¢ 2008). It is questionable, though, whether any example cited
so far is completely devoid of modal overtones. The claim that the modality
import may be accessed in terms of epistemic and dynamic modal notions" is
further discussed below.

3.3. Modal meanings

Be about to is not used to mark the epistemic meanings in the narrow
sense, i.e. predictability. Subscribing to the view that modality is inherently
present in the future time reference,'?> we may argue that the examples express-
ing the future time convey epistemic meaning of another kind, i.e. predictivity.
By way of illustration, examples (2) - (6S), repeated here for convenience, are
of a predictive character and epistemic in nature as they refer to the subject’s
evaluation of the occurrence of a prospective situation. As Binnick (2006: 249)
notes, be about to presupposes a reasonable expectation as the grounds for the
prediction of a future event. Future 1 in translation (2S) may, in turn, only
indicate a certain degree of the speaker’s certainty of the occurrence in ques-
tion. Hence, (6) and (6S) can be interpreted that, based on all available evi-
dence, the subject makes a prediction of the immediate occurrence of a storm.

(2) And the old apartment isn’t about to go away, is it? (UNC)
(2S) A istari stan nece pobe(i, zar ne? (BU: 234)
(6) ...there is always a storm about to break. (UNC)

(6S) ...uvek ima oluje koja samo sto nije pocela. (BU: 387)

An additional layer of modal meaning is noticeable. The overtone present
is the subjects’ expectation that the action will be in the last moment prevented
from happening. Moreover, the linguistic context possibly gives rise to further
ambiguities, as in (1), which accords with the observation that be about to is

11 Our analysis confirms Collins’s (2009) findings that be about to does not express deontic
modality.

12 Considerable controversy surrounds the future tense, notably in English (see Huddleston,
Pullum 2002), making its theoretical status the object of a long-standing debate.
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constantly used in an ambiguous context (Watanabe 2011: 85). Namely, (1)
and (1S) can mean either ‘I predict that they will not complain’ or ‘it is not
their intention to complain’, the latter being related to dynamic modality and
more salient as be about to in the negative form exhibits a peculiar meaning
related to intention (Jirsa 1997: 30-31).

(1) Just talk to them about your general impressions, theyre not about to
complain. (UNC)

(1S) Samo porazgovarajate sa njima o svojim op$tim utiscima, nece se Zaliti
(BU: 340)

Collins (2009: 155-156) argues that epistemic meaning of be about to is
dominant whereas non-epistemic senses are rare and only found with nega-
tion. In contrast, our findings suggest that the construction readily lends itself
to an interpretation in terms of modal notions which fall within the broad
semantic domain of dynamic modality.”® Certainly, these meanings are most
readily ascribable under the proper contextual conditions: with animate sub-
jects and activity verbs as in (1). In such instances, epistemic prediction mean-
ing is not easily distinguished from volition, an umbrella notion covering at
least three senses primarily related to will: volition, intention, and willingness
(Huddleston, Pullum 2002: 193), since by showing volition and readiness, the
speaker also predicts a future event.

In expressing prospectivity, dynamic modality seems unavoidable.
Popovi¢ (2008: 297) argues that the conceptual category of prospectivity is a
universal category because it is based on the involvement of the factor of the
subject’s will/volition in the phase of the transition from nonexistence (the
absence of the action) towards the existence (the beginning of the realisation)
of the action. The intertwinement of aspectual and dynamic meanings is the
most salient when spremati se and spreman are employed in translation since
the realisation of the situation relates to the subject’s readiness or intention to
perform the action. It may be argued, in turn, that (13) - (15S) tend to be more
a matter of dynamic modality. Also, these give grounds for the claim that be
about to might be glossed as ‘is prepared/willing to’.

The unambiguous instances of volitional meaning are renderings of be
about to with the Serbian modal lexeme Zeleti ‘wish’ and semi-modals hteti
‘want’ and voleti ‘like’, typically in the past time contexts, with one exception
of each Zeleti and voleti used in the present forms (16) and (19) translations.
Although it is harder to assign volitional meanings to 3 person subjects, Zeleti
and hteti are not uncommon with these as (18S) illustrates. Notably, when
the preterit of hteti is used with 1% person subjects, the intensifying adverbs
upravo, taman ‘just’, and bas ‘just, exactly’ are frequently added to bring a
distinctive meaning of the temporal-aspectual domain. The modality markers
in translation highlight certain segments of situations, thereby also indicating
the altered focus of be about to. Accordingly, be about to denotes a state of the
subject’s volition (16S), willingness ((17S) and (18S)), or tentative willingness

13 For more details, see Radovanovi¢ (2017).
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(19S)" obtaining at the time referred to, not a future situation as such, which
further entails non-actualisation of the situation in question.

(16) ...Ican see youre about to ask... (SAT)

(16S) ... vidim da Zelite da mi postavite pitanje... (SUB: 390)

(17) Iwas about to say something...(SAT)

(17S) Upravo sam hteo nesto da kazem... (SUB: 73)

(18) Tommy gave a sigh and was about to say something... (NLM)
(18S) Tomi je uzdahnuo i hteo nesto da kaze... (NDM: 197)

(19) He’s about to try again... (SAT)

(19S) Voleo bi da pokusa ponovo... (SUB: 252)

In our data, there are no instances of be about to indicating emphatic
unwillingness of the subject to perform an action since it is something that
would cause harm to the agent (Mee 2013: 109) or the stronger volitional
sense of refusal (Collins 2009: 156). Interestingly, one instance of modal lex-
eme nameravati ‘intend’ used in translation may indicate that be about to can
express intentionality, hence possibly adding an element of meaning not nec-
essarily present in the English construction."”

The renderings with the Serbian modal trebati ‘need’ in the present con-
ditional (20S) or indicative tense (21S) deserve a mention. Arguably, these
allow for an interpretation in terms of dynamic modality as well, specifically
of circumstantial necessity glossed as ‘the circumstances compel’. In (21S), the
necessity emerges from the given circumstantial factors, whereas in (20S) the
verb form can be a means for the speaker to present his intention as a necessity
imposed by external factors. It may be argued, then, that be about to is related
to a circumstantially imposed future situation seen as necessary by the way
the things are.

(20) I am now about to go on the stage ... (SAT)
(20S)Sada bi trebalo da nastupim ... (SUB: 566)
(21) Just when you’re about to do your great favour for us. (SAT)

(21S) Bas kada treba da nam ucinite veliku uslugu. (SUB: 471)

The explanation for this meaning could not arise from diachrony, however.
Namely, most modal meanings of be about to that resonate on the backdrop
of its Serbian TEs were either present or the most salient at different points
in its evolution. This seems to sufficiently account for the notions of dynamic
modality which attach to the expression of the future with be about to.

14 The conditional present of the semi-modal conveys tentativeness.
15 Intentionality is typically assigned to be going to.
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4. Concluding remarks

This study has attempted to investigate be about to via its Serbian TEs.
Adding to the descriptive treatments of the investigated expression, it has shed
some additional light on the nature and variety of be about to. Our small-scale
contrastive analysis has revealed as many as 16 juxtaposed linguistic items of
different grammatical categories in Serbian which convey the meaning(s) of
English be about to. In view of this, the study has provided additional insights
into the similarities and differences between English and Serbian in expressing
temporal, aspectual, and modal meanings. Certain insights could also serve to
advance our understanding of the verb forms in Serbian. The findings indicate
that it is not always easy to give an adequate translation of be about to without
adding or downplaying some element of meaning. This particularly holds true
for the translations in which the situation be about to refers to in the source text
is not within the immanent time span typically associated with this expression.

From a theoretical point of view, the analysis has confirmed that immediate
future time reference does not exhaust the meaning of be about to (Comrie 1985:
95), and revealed its more or less distinctive meanings which are far from being
sharply separable and mutually exclusive. Specifically, it has brought to the fore
various meaning distinctions conveyed by be about to beyond those of time. In
this regard, the study has yielded interesting findings notably those concerning
dynamic modal meanings which are not frequently pointed out in the avail-
able literature. Interestingly, Serbian modality expressions are recurrent in
translation, which further points to the modality character of the construction.
Overall, the semantic peculiarities surfacing in translation allow for a twofold
interpretation. On the one hand, these can be regarded as relics preserved from
the earlier stages be about to has gone through on the path of grammaticalisa-
tion (see Hoche 2011, Mee 2013), or can be considered a recent development, as
Collins (2009) suggests, on the other. A firm conclusion would, however, require
a different approach and a more comprehensive analysis. Also, given the major
limitation of our analysis regarding the corpus size, an extensive contrastive
study of be about to in other genres would be of great value. Nonetheless, the
current study has proved, once again, that tackling modality turns out to be
unavoidable in an in-depth semantic analysis of tense and aspect categories.
Hence, we may claim that modality permeates most verbal forms, which paves
the way for much future research on the tense-aspect-modality complex in dif-
ferent languages from a descriptive or contrastive perspective.
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Anexcangpa M. Pagosanosuh

EHITIECKU ITOIYMOJAJI BE ABOUT TO CATJIEJAH KPO3
IIPEBOJHE EKBUBAJIEHTE Y CPIICKOM JE3UKY

Pe3sume

Bynyhu fa mpeBoay MoOry HIpY>KUTU KOPMCHE YBHJiE O 3Hauely je3YKOr M3pasa, OBaj
paj IOKyIIaBa fa MCIUTa HonyMopan be about to y eHITIeCKOM je3uKy Kpo3 IPU3MY CPIICKIUX
IIpeBOHMX eKBMBajeHaTa. OCHOBHM LIM/b Pajia je fa OBaj M3pas3 MCINTA HpuUMewyjyhyu KoH-
TPACTUBHI U IPEBOZHO-AECKPUITUBHY MPUCTYII. MeTOZOMOUIKY OKBIP 06yXBaTa KOHTpa-
CTUBHY ¥ KBaIMTAaTUBHY aHANN3y NOTKPEI/beHYy KBAaHTUTATVBHIM MOJANNMA. JeFHOCMEpHa
KOHTPACTVMBHA aHAJIN3a CIIPOBEJIeHA je Ha KOPIYCy PeYeHMI|a eKCliepIMPaHNX U3 TPY eHITIe-
CKa pOMaHa I BJXOBUX ITpeBofia Ha cprcki. Kako pesynTaTu mokasyjy, sHademwa be about to
y CajlallmbeM ¥/ IPOLIZIOM BpeMeHY peannsyjy ce ca 4ak 16 pasmmanTux MOppOCHHTAK-
CUYKUX, TPAMAaTUYKNX U IEKCUYIKUX GOPMHU Y CPIICKOM je3uky. CrlefiCTBEHO, KBaTUTaTUBHA
aHa/lM3a 3Havyera MCTAKHYTUX IIyTeM IPeBOAa yKasyje fia je oBOM Imomymopamy moryhe
IPUINCATH PA3NNINUTa ¥ Mawboj uiu Behoj Mepy AMCTMHKTHBHA 3HaUea KOja 4ecTO Ipe-
Basuiase JjoMeH TeMnopaaHocTy. CeMaHTMKa MCIIUTUBAHOT TOyMOJana, faKie, He MOoXe
ce cBeCTU Ha 3Hauemwe O/mcke 6ynyhHocTi. Heperko, MebyTum, TeMnopanHa, aclieKTyaaHa
U MOJa/THa 3HaUela TElIKO je IPeLM3HO Pa3fBOjUTH jep HUCY Mehyco6HO mckspyunBa, Beh
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ce yMHorome npernhy. Y ToM morieny, MofaaHa 060jeHOCT oce6HO ce ucTude, 6umo sdor
decTe ynorpebe 13pasa ca MOJATHUM 3HAYEHIMA Y IIPEBOJY, MU 300T, YMHU Ce, UHXEPEHTHO
IIpUCYTHe MOJA/IHe KOMIIOHEHTe Y IpUMepIMa KOjii Cé MOT'Y TYMadUTI Y TEPMUHMMA TeM-
MOPaTHOCTM M/MIM ACIeKTyanmHOCTH. IloceOHO Cy MHTepecaHTHa 3Hauela AMHAMUYKe
MOJQ/THOCTH KOja Cy ITyTeM IIPEBOJia YeCTO HaI/MAllleHa, a KOja Cy Y PelleBaHTHO] INTePaTypn
HepeTKO 3aHeMapeHa.

Kibyune peun: be about to, Gynyhe Bpeme, acrieKTyanHO 3Hauebe, MOJATHO 3HAYEHbE, CPIICKI
jesuk

Ilpummen: 4. mapina 2019. 2ogune
IIpuxeahen 10. geyembpa 2020. Zogure
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