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Syntactic Structure of English Split Infinitives from the Perspectives
of Grammaticalization and Corpus
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Abstract From the perspectives of grammaticalization and corpus, the purpose of this study is to examine the motivation of
the emergence of the split infinitives in American English and to discuss the justification of the split infinitives based on the
corpus empirical data such as COHA and COCA. The formerly ungrammatical split infinitives in the form of [to + adverb +
verb] are now definitely grammatical forms in Present Day English (PDE). The corpus-based data confirms the legitimacy
of the split infinitives with the empirical reasons like clarifying sentences (i.e., disambiguation) or strongly
focused readings. In addition, the split infinitives are natural consequences caused by the grammaticalization of
an infinitival particle fo and most crucially by the loss of verb movement. When verb movement to T position
does not occur in infinitival clauses, the word order results in [to + AdvP + V], thus forming the split
infinitives. The split infinitives are no longer a matter of discussion and will continue to increase in both
formal and informal contexts as being definitely grammatical forms.
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1) COHA: http://corpus.byu.edu/coha/
COCA: http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/
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Decade 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890

Per Mil 433 385 667 1243 1577 3246 3095 26.62

Decade 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980
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Years 1990-94 1995-99 2000-04 2005-09 2010-12

Per Mil 106.39 124.98 140.01 155.4 177.58
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Academic Spoken

1. | To better understand | To really get

2. | To fully understand | To just be

3. | To further examine | To really be

4. | To further explore To just be

5. | To strongly disagree | To really make
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(1)a. She has tried consciously to stop worrying
about her career.

b. She has tried to stop consciously worrying
about her career.

c. She has tried to consciously stop worrying

about her career.
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