
 

 

 

Definition:  

❖ The modal verb "may" is a versatile component of English 

grammar used to express possibility, permission, and 

polite requests.  

❖ Its usage introduces a range of nuances and formality in 

communication, making it an important tool for both 

written and spoken English. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Modal Verb "May" 



 

 

1. Expressing Possibility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In these sentences, "may" introduces a degree of 

uncertainty, highlighting that while something could 

happen, it is not guaranteed. 

Examples: 

"It may rain later". (Possibility of rain) 

"She may join us for dinner". (Possibility of her joining) 

One of the primary uses of "may" is to indicate that 

something is possible.  

When "may" is used to express possibility, it suggests 

that an event or situation could occur, but its occurrence 

is not certain. 

This usage is often employed to discuss future events or 

to express uncertainty about something. 



 

 

2. Granting Permission 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In these examples, "may" serves to communicate that 

something is permissible, or it is used to request 

permission in a respectful manner. 

Examples: 

"You may leave the room". (Permission to leave) 

"May I use your phone"? (Request for permission to 

use the phone) 

"May" is used to grant permission, particularly in formal 

or polite contexts.  

It is often found in formal writing or polite requests 

where permission is being given or sought.  

This use of "may" is a way to indicate that an action is 

allowed or authorized. 

 



 

 

3. Making Polite Requests 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using "may" in these contexts helps convey respect and 

formality, making it suitable for both written and spoken 

interactions where politeness is important. 

Examples: 

"May I ask a question"? (Polite request to ask a 

question) 

"May we proceed with the meeting"? (Polite 

suggestion to start the meeting) 

In addition to granting permission, "may" is commonly 

used to make polite requests or suggestions.  

This usage is particularly useful in formal situations or 

when addressing someone with respect. 

 



 

 

4. Expressing Formality and Legal Language 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This formal use of "may" emphasizes the structured and 

regulated nature of permissions or conditions outlined in 

legal or official documents. 

Examples: 

"The tenant may terminate the lease with a 30-day 

notice". (Permissibility in a legal context) 

"Employees may request vacation time in accordance 

with company policy". (Formal permission in a policy) 

"May" is often employed in formal documents, legal 

texts, and regulations to denote permissibility or 

conditions.  

In legal contexts, "may" is used to outline what is 

allowed or required, and it often appears in official rules 

and guidelines. 



 

 

5. Contrasts with Other Modals 

 

 

 

 

Examples: 

"It may rain tomorrow". (Possibility with a sense of 

likelihood) 

"It might rain tomorrow". (Possibility with a greater 

degree of uncertainty) 

Example: 

Formal Permission: "May I leave the table"? vs. 

Informal Permission: "Can I leave the table?" 

"May" vs. "Can": While "may" is used for formal 

permission and polite requests, "can" is used for informal 

permission and requests. 

 

"May" vs. "Might": Both "may" and "might" express 

possibility, but "may" often conveys a slightly higher 

degree of likelihood compared to "might," which is 

more tentative.  



 

 

 

Conclusion:  

In summary, the modal verb "may" is a versatile tool in 

English used to express possibility, grant or seek 

permission, and make polite requests.  

Its use in formal and polite contexts, combined with its 

ability to convey uncertainty and permissions, makes it a 

crucial element of effective communication in various 

settings. 


