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The Grammaticalization of Have To Or the Change of 
Markedness?

                                               Shin, Sungkyun
                                               (Kangwon National University)

I. Introduction

   The grammaticalization of have + to-infinitive + object in relation with have + 
object + to-infinitive has been discussed by many scholars with various kinds of 
arguments and counter arguments. One of the arguments has been that as a 
result of the change of word order, have has become adjacent to to-infinitive from 
have + object + to-infinitive and the grammaticalization of have to-infinitive proceeded. 
However, the Present-day English (PE) perfect (I have completed my mission) and the 
“conclusive perfect” (I have my mission completed) show “perfectness” respectively with a little 
subtle distinction of significance in spite of the difference of word order between them. This 
paper will argue, differently from the traditional account, that grammaticalization already took 
place in Old English (OE) with have + to-infinitive + object or have + object + to-infinitive 
regardless of word order or adjacency as in the case of the pair of the perfect and the 
conclusive perfect. It is assumed that language changes as a result of the change of markedness 
of grammatical constructions and parameter-resetting. The paper consists of the traditional 
account of grammaticalization of have to-infinitive, problems with the traditional account 
of its grammaticalization, and the change of markedness of the pair of have + 
to-infinitive + object and have + object + to-infinitive. Then we will get to conclusion.
  

II. The Traditional Account of Grammaticalization of Have 

To-infinitive and the Change of Markedness

2.1 The Traditional Account of Grammaticalization of the English Have 
To-infinitive

   According to Fischer (2003: 293), it has usually been assumed unquestionable that the 
diachronic development of English have to-infinitive stands for a common case of 
grammaticalization from a possessive full verb to a quasimodal or an auxiliary. Thus, Fischer 
(1994; 2003: 293) with Brinton (1991), preceded by van der Gaaf (1931) and Visser (1963-73: 
1396-1410) accepts the following developmental stages for the construction, l have to complete 
my mission from I have my mission to complete: 

(1) a. At first have is used as a full verb, meaning ‘to possess’
   b. The NP (my mission) functions as the direct object of have
   c. The to-infinitive is not obligatory
   d. The to-infinitive operates as an adjunct dependent on the NP
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   e. Word order is not relevant without influencing meaning 
                                        Fischer (2003: 293)

Fischer (2003: 460-) asserts that in a consecutive stage of the change, the meaning of have is 
slowly generalized and bleached and it is said to acquire modal coloring in combination with the 
to-infinitive, which now means duty and become obligatory. The infinitive now operates as an 
object complement of the main verb have rather than as an adjunct to the NP, and the original 
object of have becomes an argument of the to-infinitive. In the last stage, have is generalized 
and bleached further before the infinitive and now expresses only obligation or duty. 
Syntactically have has become a quasi-modal or an auxiliary. Fischer (2003: 460) holds that 
reanalysis or rebracketing from (2a) to (2b) now follows, resulting in a fixed have + to-infinitive 
+ object order:

(2) a. I have [my mission to complete]
   b. I [have to complete] my mission
 
2.2. Problems with the traditional account of the grammaticalization of have to

    However, this traditional account has many serious problems. First of all, as noted by 
Fischer, the assumed sudden shift in word order between (2a) and (b) is observed, which is 
difficult to explain satisfactorily within this account. Second, because the development is assumed 
as gradual, the different stages are extremely difficult to extricate. This is recognizable also from 
the fact that Brinton (1991), van der Gaaf (1931), and Visser (1969) do not agree as to when 
the distinct stages occur. The investigation of this case by Fischer (1994b), all the 643 instances 
in which have is followed by a to-infinitive in the Helsinki corpus (which covers the OE, 
Middle English (ME) and Early Modern English (ENE) periods) shows no evidence for a 
continuous semantic change in have from possessive via a more general meaning to an obligatory 
sense. Fischer, furthermore, states that have with the generalized meaning already existed in the 
OE period:

(3) And her  beoð swyþe genihtsume weolocas ... Hit hafað eac
   And here are   very  abundant   whelks ...   It  has   also
   þis  land sealtseaþas, and hit hafaþ hat wæter
   this land  salt-springs, and it  has   hot water
'And there are (or: 'it has') plenty of whelks ... the country also has
(or: 'there are also') salt springs and hot water' (Bede, Miller 1890-
91 : 26,11.9-12) (Fischer 2003:461, 12)

It is also pointed out by Fischer that a modal obligative coloring of have was possible in OE 
too, but only in constructions where have and the to-infinitive shared an object thematically, i.e. 
in constructions like:

(4) hæfst ðu  æceras to erigenne
   have  you acres  to plow
   ‘do you have acres you could/should plow?’ (Ælf. Gram. 135.2)(Fischer 2003:461, 13)
   where æceras is syntactically and thematically the object of hæfst and can
   also be interpreted as the thematic object of erigenne. 
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   Denison (1993: 316-317) also provides a classic example of OE HABBAN ‘have’ + 
to-infinitive with the sense ‘be obliged to V’:

(5) BIHom 91.13 Denison (1993: 316-317, 155)

     Uton  we forþon   geþencean hwylc handlean   we him       forþ
     let us we therefore consider   what  recompense we him(DAT) forth 
     to berenne habban
     to carry   have(PRES PL SUBJ)
     'Let us therefore consider what recompense we may have to bring him'

Many writers analyse this with to berenne as complement of habban ‘are obliged', and hwylc 
handlean as object of berenne. Others read it as habban 'possess' + direct object hwyle handlean, 
and the infinitive dependent on that NP.
   Brinton (1991: 12-13) also discusses the problems with the traditional account of the change  
of have to-infinitive. According to him, apart from unsureness of timing, there are several 
problems in the change postulated in the traditional analysis. First, as Mitchell suggests, “the 
main problem is semantic” (1985: 401). Disputes among scholars about the meaning of have 
to-infinitive constructions in earlier stages of the language make clear that word order—have + 
object + to-infinitive or have + to-infinitive + object—alone does not distinguish between the 
obligative and the possessive meanings in OE and ME. In the apparent absence of other formal 
sings, it seems very difficult to differentiate between instances of have to-infinitive expressing 
possession, possession combined with obligation, and pure obligation. Such fine distinctions rest 
upon an individual scholar’s understanding of the context, about which there is often little 
consensus. 
   Second, the correlation among the various changes is not altogether clear. For example, is the 
word order change a cause of the grammaticalization of have or its result? Third, both the 
semantic and syntactic mechanisms concerned with the change in status of the nominal object are 
non-transparent: why and how should a nominal object governed by have come to be governed 
by the to-infinitive? Finally, the traditional account does not explain the meaning and origin of 
those have + object + to-infinitive constructions in PE which are virtually interchangeable with 
have + to-infinitive + object constructions.  According to Brinton, Kirchner (1952: 372ff.) sees a 
“Kontinuität” from OE to the present, both in word order and meaning, for the have + object + 
to-infinitive construction would consider this PE construction to be a remnant of the original 
construction. 

2. 3. The Change of Markedness of Have + Object + To-Infinitive

   Faced with these significant problems, we should assume a quite different approach to the 
grammaticalization of have to-infinitive. As, in PE, both have + object + PP and have + PP+ 
object indicate perfectness with subtle difference of meaning since the OE period, have + object 
+ to-infinitive and have + to-infinitive + object should be assumed as the variants of the same 
grammaticalized verbal periphrasis from OE to PE. My assumption is that grammaticalization 
takes place without reference to word order concerning Perfect and the quasimodal have 
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to-infinitive, and language changes as a result of the change of markedness and 
parameter-resetting:  

(6) a. Have + Object + PP 
   b. Have + PP + Object

(7) a. Have + Object + To-infinitive 
   b. Have + To-infinitive + Object

It is assumed that as both (6a, b) have been grammaticalized verbal periphrases from OE to PE, 
so both (7a, b) have been grammaticalized verbal periphrases from OE to PE. I argue that have 
+ to-infinitive + object or have + object + to-infinitive was already grammaticalized in OE with 
the combination of have and to-infinitive regardless of word order as in the perfect and the 
conclusive perfect. 
   There are many pieces of proof and evidence that the pair have + to-infinitive + object and 
have + object + to-infinitive are variants of the same grammaticalized verbal periphrasis besides 
the problems discussed above. First of all, no evidence for a gradual semantic change is a very 
consequential problem as discussed by Fischer, and with the assumption of gradual development 
of have to-infinitive, the various stages are extremely difficult to extricate. So, as Fischer pointed 
out, Brinton (1991), van der Gaaf (1931), and Visser (1969) do not make an agreement as to 
when the different stages occur. Moreover, according to the investigation of this case by Fischer 
(1994b) as discussed above, all the 643 instances in which have is followed by a to-infinitive in 
the Helsinki corpus from OE to ENE show no proof for a continuous semantic change in have 
from possessive via a more general meaning to an obligatory sense. This indicates that the 
grammaticalized have + to-infinitive already existed in OE. Furthermore, Fischer states that the 
generalized meaning of have already existed in the earliest recorded (OE) period, not starting to 
appear in ME. Moreover, besides Fischer’s research, the OED (s.v. have, def. 7, 8) also gives 
the following definition for have + object + to-infinitive: “to possess as a duty or thing to be 
done. With object and dative inf. expressing what is to be done by the subject”:

(8) OED (free online) def. 7, 8
    should/must
    (also have got)
    have something
    (not used in the progressive tenses)
    to be in a position where you ought to do something
    We have a duty to care for the refugees.

    (also have got)
    (not used in the progressive tenses)
    to be in a position of needing to do something
    have something I've got a lot of homework tonight.
    have something to do I must go—I have a bus to catch.
 
    Anglo-Saxon dictionary, BTS (s.v. habban, def. VII, VIII) recognizes the meaning of pure 
obligation in OE as follows:
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(9) with object and dat. infin. expressing what is to be done by the subject, to have as a duty or thing to 
be done. Cf. II a

a. Ic hæbbe (hafo. L. ) þe to secgenne sum ðing
   habeo tibi aliquid dicere, 
   I have something to tell NIV Lk. 7, 40
                              Lk. 7, 40.
b. Hæfst ðú æceras tó erigenne
   habes agros ad arandum
   Do you have field you shoud plow Ǽlfc. Gr. Z. 135, 7.
c. Hæfst ðú cild tó lǽrenne
  habes pueros ad docendum,           
  Do you have a child you should teach 151, 13.
d. Uton wé geþencean hwylc handleán wé him forþ tó berenne habban
  'Let us therefore consider what recompense we may have to bring him'
                                                 Bl. H. 91, 14.
e. Mage gyt drincan þone calic þe ic to drincenne hæbbe 
  potestis bibere calicem quem ego bibiturus sum?, Mt. 20: 22.
  “Can you drink the cup I am going to (I should) drink?”  NIV 

   Furthermore, Plank (1984: 320) asserts that the have to-infinitive construction “is found with a 
purely modal sense of intention/futurity and/or obligation already in OE and increasingly in ME”. 
All OE scholars agree that the stage of the bleaching and generalization of have is already found 
in OE (Mitchell 1985: 401; van der Gaaf 1931: 180-181; Visser 1969: 1475), and most see the 
stage of the fixing of the word order with end position of the object as also having been 
attained by the OE period (van der Gaaf 1931: 182; Visser 1969: 1477). 
    Denison’s (1993: 316-317) example (5) provides a stark example of intransitive to-infinitive 
in OE, which many scholars argue started to appear in ME at a developed stage of the 
grammaticalization of have to-infinitive (repeated as (13)):

(10) BIHom 91.13 Denison (1993: 316-317, 155)

     Uton  we forþon   geþencean hwylc handlean   we him       forþ
     let us we therefore consider   what  recompense we him(DAT) forth 
     to berenne habban
     to carry   have(PRES PL SUBJ)
     'Let us therefore consider what recompense we may have to bring him'

   My assumption is indirectly verified by the development of have got to-infinitive as provided 
by Brinton, since it is much closer to PE than the development of have to-infinitive, which 
supplies substantial support for the course of events merely hypothesized for have to-infinitive. 
First, the appearance of both possessive and obligative meanings in the have got + to-infinitive 
constructions appears to be contemporaneous (cf. Visser 1973: 1477-78, 1479): there is no 
certified change from a meaning of possession to one of obligation. Second, there is also no 
evidence for an alternation in word order traditionally assumed since, in fact, the order have got 
to-infinitive + object seems to antedate the order have got + object + to-infinitive in 
inconsistency against the traditional assumption; according to Brinton, Visser’s earliest example of 
the first is 1860 (1969: 1479), and of the second 1884 (1969: 1477). Third, have got acquires 
both concrete and abstract possessive meanings, according to Brinton, in the late 16th century 
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(Visser 1973: 2202; OED, s.v. get, def. 24), almost two and a half centuries before it first 
combines with infinitival complements. I claim these obviously show that the meaning of have + 
object + to-infinitive continuous from OE to PE. 
      Another data supporting my claim is Brinton’s assertion that the meaning of the 
construction rests on the union of generalized have with the meaning of the to-infinitive form. 
This strongly supports my claim that the modal coloring of have to-infinitive does not depend on 
the word order have + to-infinitive + object rather than have + object + to-infinitive, but on the 
combination have and to-infinitive regardless of their adjacency or word order. While have plus 
the past participle generates the significance of completed activity (i.e. the perfect), have plus 
infinitive produces the meaning of “non-completed” activity: “one ‘has’ a non-past activity, which 
means that one still has it to do, either as a necessity (with an inward source), or as an 
obligation (with an outward, social source)” (Bybee—Pagliuca 1985: 73). This leads us to assert 
that these constructions express a combination of possession and obligation. However, Brinton 
suggests that the have + object + to-infinitive construction, though it is believed to be 
diachronically related to the have to-infinitive + object construction and some semantic similarity 
is recognized, the difference in meaning between the two constructions remains uncertain, and 
they are usually considered to be quite distinct constructions syntactically. I disagree with his 
view and assert that they are of the same grammaticalized construction with the have + object + 
to-infinitive construction being ambiguous. 
    Concerning the PE have + object + to-infinitive construction, Van der Gaaf (1931: 180-183; 
followed by Visser 1969: 1474-1482) formulates three semantic subclasses of the construction: 
one expressing pure possession (11a, his 9a); one expressing obligation, duty, or necessity in 
addition to possession (11b, his 9b); and one expressing, exclusively, obligation, duty, or 
necessity. While van der Gaaf (1931: 186) claims that the pure meaning of obligation associates 
exclusively with the order have to-infinitive (+ object) (11c, his 9c), Visser (1969: 1482) 
observes that “nowadays obligation without possession is also expressed in constructions that have 
the object between have and the infinitive” (11d, his 9d). My claim is that these three semantic 
subclasses of the construction have already been established since the OE period: 

(11) a. Ursula was happy to have somebody to look after (Compton Mackenzie, Sinister 
Str. p. 624; cited by Visser 1969: 1475). 
 b. I have some questions to ask you (F.L. Green, Odd Man Out [Penguin] 58; cited 
by Visser 1969: 1477). 
 c. We have to obey orders, whether we agree with ‘em or not (Priestley, Magicians 
[1951] 172; cited by Visser 1969: 1479). 
 d. “I suppose Maud could go.”—”Maud has her rooms to do.”—”Well Elsa.”—Elsa 
has her dinner to get.” (Mackenzie, Poor Relations [Hutchinson], 89; cited by 
Visser 1969: 1483).
  
   Brinton (1991: 8) holds, unlike have to-infinitive + object, have + object + to-infinitive is 
mainly considered a syntactic construction rather than a grammaticalized verbal periphrasis from 
OE to PE. In this construction, it generally employs do in interrogative and negative sentences 
(Visser 1969: 1561-1562), though it is also found sporadically without do: 

(12) a. She hasn’t a single thing to do (Lewis, B.109; cited by Kirchner 1952: 426) 
 b. How much work have you still to do (Coll.; Misc. 205; cited by Kirchner 1952: 
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420) (Brinton 1991: 8, his (13))

It may also occur with other modal auxiliaries. However, have in this construction may 
be contracted, unlike have contracted with to in the other construction and also unlike full verb 
have: 

(13) a. I’ve my slippers to put on (Atherton, Cr. C., 156; cited by Kirchner 1952: 378) 
 b. if to-day [young people] think they’ve nothing to earn from anybody (John 
Drinkwater, Bird in Hand 60; cited by Visser 1969: 1485) Brinton (1991:8)

  I am against this opinion, and I argue that both have to-infinitive (+ object) and have + object 
+ to-infinitive are at least (partially) grammaticalized verbal periphrases from OE to PE. In fact, 
according to Brinton (1991:9), Kirchner (1952: 372-373n.), who assumes have + object + 
to-infinitive a unified periphrasis, notes that “durch Jespersens Bezeichnung wird der 
Zusammenhang der Fügung, die als Ganzes betrachtet werden muss, viel klarer”.  Based on the 
plenty of evidence discussed above, we may indicate the relationship between have + to-infinitive 
+ object and have + object + to-infinitive as follows:

Table 1. The relationship between Have + To-infinitive + Object and Have + Object +              
To-Infinitive

             Unmarked                     Marked
OE       Have + Object + to-infinitive  Have + to-infinitive + Object
ME       Have + to-infinitive + Object  Have + Object + to-infinitive
PE        Have + to-infinitive + Object Have + Object + to-infinitive

It is explained that the construction have + to-infinitive + object in OE is marked, which means 
rare and uncommon case, because of typical OE word order SOV, where the object of the 
to-infinitive should precede it rather than follow it, whereas the have + object + to-infinitive is 
unmarked, which means the word order obeys OE underlying word order SOV and common case 
with frequent occurrences.
   The relationship between this pair and the change of markedness between the pair leads to 
the question why the change of markedness concerning the pair,  have + to-infinitive + object 
and  have + object + to-infinitive. We can suggest a communication strategy, To AVOID 
AMBIGUITY, which prefers unambiguous construction have + to-infinitive + object rather than 
ambiguous have + object + to-infinitive with two meanings. According to Brinton, full verb 
structure, the have + object + to-infinitive construction with purely possessive meaning, such as 
He had fields to sell you, has existed unchanged since the OE period; it has been entirely 
resistant to grammaticalization. In PE, as in OE, it consists of a possessive full verb have with 
its nominal object, followed by an to-infinitive functioning as an adjunct to the noun. The object 
is generally a concrete object which can be possessed. The construction exhibits the constant 
order have + object + to-infinitive, unless the object is fronted; the object always precedes the 
infinitive. Brinton (1991: 14) observes, in the Helsinki Corpus of English Texts  (HCET), 
possessive have + object + to+infinitive constructions are of high frequency: 60% of the  OE 
cases (to 1150), 76% of the ME cases (1150 - 1500), and 75% of Early NE cases (1500 - 
1710).19 In both the Malory and Milton corpora (cf. Kato 1974; Sterne—Kollmeier 1985), such 
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cases constitute 72% of the total, which shows that the change of markedness in that have + 
to-infinitive + object tends to be a modal and have + object + to-infinitive tends to indicate pur 
possessive meaning. Examples from OE (16), ME (17), and Early NE (18) are the following: 

(14) a. þu hefdest clað to werien (Lamb. Hom. 33; cited by Visser 1969: 1475). 
 ‘you had clothes to wear’ 
 b. Gif ceorlas gærstun hæbben gemænne oððe oðer gedalland to tynnane (LawIne
42; cited by Callaway 1913: 43). 
 ‘if men have meadow in common or other community land to enclose’ 
 c. Ic hæbbe anweald mine sawle to alætanne & ic hæbbe anweald hig eft to 
nimanne (WSNEW 98; HCET). 
 ‘I have power to release my soul and I have power to take it back again’ (Brinton 1991: 14, his 16) 

   The Helsinki Corpus of English Texts (HCET) provided by Brinton (1991: 14-15) shows that 
the markedness between the two constructions changes as a result of avoiding ambiguity strategy. 
To explain these data I assume and argue that the have + object + to-infinitive structure is 
ambiguous, in other words, it is either a syntactic construction or grammaticalized periphrasis. In 
relation with have to-infinitive, the grammaticalized periphrasis the have + object + to-infinitive is 
unmarked by more frequent cases, whereas have to-infinitive is a marked grammaticalized 
periphrasis by rare cases in OE. More significantly, word order continues in Middle English to 
be an unpredictable indicator of the meaning of the construction. The possessive structures, on 
one hand, and the grammaticalized periphrastic structure, on the other hand, show the order have 
+ object + to-infinitive. Nonetheless, the order have + to-infinitive + object begins to become 
more frequent in ME as result of the change of markedness. Brinton (1991: 24) sets out there 
are quite a few more instances of have + to-infinitive + object than the five that van der Gaaf 
(1931: 184-185) was able to find (see Visser 1969: 1479, who gives an additional nine 
examples): have + to-infinitive + object constructions constitute 7% of the total in the ME 
section of the Helsinki Corpus and 3% in the ENE section, 5% of the total in Malory, and 4% 
of the total in Milton. Examples from the eighteen ME cases that he has found include the 
following: 

(15) a. we hauen on ure þoht to shewen him ure sinnes (TRIN12 71; HCET). 
       ‘we have in our thought to shew him our sins’ 
     b. we all xul haue to kepe councell (LUDUS 202; HCET). 
        ‘we all shall have to keep council’ 
     c. For love and joy I had to se her (Malory, 08,30,0421,13,C,B; Kato 1974: 478). 
     d. Sir Launcelot had to endure hym (Malory, 20,21,1217,21,A; Kato 1974: 482). (Brinton 1991: 24,   
       his 38) 

According to Brinton, while possessive meaning is expressed exclusively by the order have + 
object + to-infinitive, modal meaning may be expressed by either order. It is noteworthy that the 
order, have + to-infinitive + object order, is exclusively obligative in meaning. It is possible that 
the moving to the front of the object in have + to-infinitive + object constructions in relative 
clauses and questions may have contributed to the restriction of have + to-infinitive to modal 
meaning. Of the cases with fronted objects in the Helsinki Corpus, 3 of 6 in OE, 10 of 23 in 
ME, and 25 of 32 in ENE are modal in meaning rather than possessive. In Milton, the figures 
are even higher: 29 of 41 are modal. ME and ENE examples are the following: 
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(16) a. A female sall þou haue to fere (YORK 59; HCET). 
       ‘a female you shall have to fear’ 
    b. understand what it is that we have to say against their Religion (TILLOTS II:ii 
      450; HCET). (Brinton 1991: 24, his 39)

I argue that already in OE, unambiguous grammaticalized periphrasis have to-infinitive + object) 
and ambiguous grammaticalized periphrasis have + object + to-infinitive existed side by side with 
the difference of markedness. The ambiguous grammaticalized periphrasis have + object + 
to-infinitive was unmarked, whereas the unambiguous grammaticalized periphrasis have + 
to-infinitive + object was marked. However, to avoid miscommunication, the marked unambiguous 
grammaticalized periphrasis have + to-infinitive + object began to be employed more frequently, 
changing the status of markedness in relation with the ambiguous grammaticalized periphrasis 
have + object + to-infinitive.
   

III. CONCLUSION 

   It has been falsely assumed that the development of English quasimodal have to-infinitive is 
part of an continuous process of grammaticalization in which full verb structures are developing 
into verbal periphrases. Against the traditional account of the grammaticalization of have + 
to-infinitive + object, I argue that the grammaticalization of have + to-infinitive + object is not a 
result of word order change but that of the combination of have with to-infinitive regardless of 
word order. From OE the quasimodal have to has already existed with two variants have + 
to-infinitive + object and have + object + to-infinitive as the perfect and the “conclusive perfect” 
pair have + pp + object and have + object + pp have. In OE, the have + to-infinitive + object 
is marked, which means rare and uncommon case, because of typical OE word order SVO, 
where the object of the to-infinitive should precede it rather than follow it, whereas the have + 
object + to-infinitive is unmarked, which means common case and frequent occurrence. In PE, 
the have + object + to-infinitive is marked, and the have + to-infinitive + object is unmarked as 
a result of the change of markedness because of the ambiguity of the have + object + 
to-infinitive, in which have is possessive or obligatory, violating the AVOID AMBIGUITY 
STRATEGY. We have discussed plenty of proof and evidence to strongly support my 
assumptions and arguments as shown above.  


