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Spoken English (see Section 3.1).1 We use the label “semi-modal” for have to and 
have got to in order to highlight that these forms share some of the properties 
common to must, a member of the class of core modals.2

The questions we address in this paper are: (i) is the core modal must decreas-
ing in frequency? (ii) is there evidence for “competition” between must and the 
semi-modals have to and have got to? (iii) is must becoming monosemous?, and 
(iv) what is the motivation for the change(s)?

The variation between the three forms is a window onto the changing modal 
system and, while the results cannot necessarily be generalized to other modals, 
the study will offer an insight into areas of the modal system susceptible to change 
and identify possible motivating factors behind these changes.

This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews some of the existing work 
on current change in the modal system; Section 3 presents the corpus and describes 
the data collection method, including decisions taken on which data to exclude 
from the current study; Section 4 discusses the main findings and investigates pos-
sible motivations for the changes that have occurred; Section 5 is the conclusion.

2.	 Current change in the modal system of English

2.1	 Observing current change

Throughout the history of English, the modal verbs have undergone a number of 
significant changes, resulting in a class of verbs characterized by a number of 
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shall, ought to, and (in British English) need have decreased drastically, and a 
similar decline has taken place in the mid-frequency modals may and must, while 
would and should have decreased less drastically. Finally, will, can, could and 
might have not significantly changed. The results presented by Leech et al. (2009) 
also confirm that the modals which show the steepest decline are the less com-
mon modals.

2.3	 Core modals vs. semi-modals

Mair & Leech (2006) point out that although many changes involve a competing 
construction or constructions, there is not necessarily a correlation between the 
form(s) losing ground and those gaining. On discovering a decrease in the fre-
quency of the core modals in the Brown family of corpora, Leech (2003:  229) 
suggests that perhaps the semi-modals are “gradually usurping” the functions of 
the core modals, but concludes that this is not the case. The reason for his conclu-
sion is that, although semi-modal usage is increasing overall, some semi-modals 
are actually declining (for example be to, (had) better, (have) got to and be going to 
in FLOB), and most semi-modals are much less frequent than the core modals 
(for example, will is about ten times more frequent than be going to). These results 
are supported by Krug (2000), and also by Smith (2003: 249) who states that “the 
rise of [have to] ... by no means makes up for the shortfall in must.”

Mair (2006: 105) also investigates modal frequency using the Santa Barbara 
Corpus of Spoken American English and the spoken component of the British 
component of the International Corpus of English (ICE-GB). His results indicate 
that have to is the most common form in both varieties, followed by have got to 
and must in British English and need to and must in American English. On the 
possibility of have to taking over the functions of must, he comments that “epis-
temic must is secure in spoken British English, as have to in this function has a 
marginal status at best” (Mair 2006: 105).

It seems, then, that if there is competition between must and have to/have got 
to this is in the expression of obligation or necessity, i.e. root meaning. In their 
investigation of modality in British dialects, Tagliamonte & Smith (2006) find 
exactly this; their findings indicate that “[m]ust is obsolescent and there is an 
unanticipated resurgence of have to alongside pan-dialectal grammatical reor-
ganization” (Tagliamonte & Smith 2006: 341).

2.4	 Monosemy of modals

Leech (2003) carries out a semantic analysis of should 
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Corpus (LLC) collected between the late 1960s and early 1980s (for more 
information about the LLC and ICE-GB see Svartvik (1990) and Nelson et al. 
(2002), respectively). The period of time between LLC and ICE-GB is within the 
range of what is considered ideal for studying current change. In designing the 
Brown family of corpora a decision was made to have an interval of approxi-
mately thirty years between the Brown and LOB corpora (1960s) and the Frown 
and FLOB corpora (1990s) because “the interval of one generation or so [...] is 
usually considered the minimum sufficient to clearly identify and document lin-
guistic change in real time” (Mair 1998: 140).

With over 800,000 words of spoken English, DCPSE is the largest available 
single collection of parsed and checked orthographically transcribed spoken ma-
terial. All of the sentences in DCPSE have been grammatically analysed and have 
been given detailed parse trees which contain functional information 
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		  c.	 You haven’t got to go (the modal is inside the scope of the negation: ‘It 
is not necessary for you to go’).

Secondly, interrogative contexts were excluded because interrogative forms with 
must did not occur at all in the later period, and only one example occurred in the 
early period:

	 (2)	 Must Wordsworth speak for us in his intimations of immortality?
� (DCPSE:DL-J01 #0129: 2:B)

Finally, also excluded were infinitival have to (including future forms) because 
equivalent forms of must or have got to do not exist; and the past form had to 
because must cannot refer to past time, so would not be an option here.

It is important to point out that tokens of must have been or must have V-ed 
have not been excluded. Although there are no tokens of have (got) to have been 
or have (got) to have V-ed in the corpus, a search of the web using WebCorp il-
lustrates that both of these forms are possible.8 An example of have to have been 
is given in (3):

	 (3)	 Just my tuppence worth, but 2007 has to have been the absolute worst X 
Factor ever.9

3.3	 Semantic coding

A number of claims have been made in the literature about the frequency of the 
modals and semi-modals relating to their meaning(s). For instance, Coates (1983) 
states that have to and have got to are infrequent as epistemic modals and Leech 
(2003) claims that must is one of a few modals not becoming monosemous. In or-
der to test these claims using DCPSE, each instance of must, have got to and have 
to was manually classified according to the type of modality that they express.

Modal meaning has been dealt with in a number of ways. The present study 
uses the coding system advocated by Leech & Coates (1980) and Coates (1983), in 
which modals are divided into two semantic classes, root and epistemic. In this 
approach modal meaning is dealt with in a gradience model where each class has 
both core and peripheral members. This can account for the fuzziness in modal 
meaning without the need for postulating additional classes.

8.	 There are two plausible reasons why these forms are not present in DCPSE: (i) they are 
very infrequent, or (ii) they are a post 1992 innovation. It is impossible to determine which, if 
either, of these is correct.
9.	 Example retrieved using WebCorp on 22/09/08. Web address: http://www.webcorp.org.
uk/cgi‑bin/v iew.nm?url=http://w w w.unrea l ity tv.co.uk/x‑factor/the‑worst‑x‑fac-
tor‑ever/&term=has%20to%20have%20been&case=case.
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3.3.3	 Performative modality
Performative or speech act modals occur where the speaker is carrying out the 
action denoted by the verb. These occur frequently with verbs like admit, say, 
confess, as shown in (6).

	 (6)	 a.	 There’s a piece here called Spring Fire which takes my interest, I must 
say.� (DCPSE:DI-D12 #0141:1:A)

		  b.	 When you switched to the emphasis being on Architecture <,,> did 
you initially think that you wanted to go into that as a career or were 
you doing it just as a degree because you enjoyed the subject

� (DCPSE:DI-A07 #0093:1:A)
			   Pretty much yeah I’ve got to admit.� (DCPSE:DI-A07 #0094:1:B)
		  c.	 I have to confess an often irking thought of am I really really two 

pounds less than Kate Hamilton.� (DCPSE:DI-B07 #0224:2:B)

Although performative modality is considered to be a type of root modality, these 
examples were coded and counted separately because of their specialized meaning.10

3.3.4	 Ambiguity
Coates (1983: 47) asserts that “there is no overlap between the two fuzzy sets rep-
resenting Root and Epistemic must” and “[c]ases where it is not possible to decide 
which meaning is intended are therefore ambiguous”, as illustrated in (7) taken 
from Coates (1983: 47, her example (35)):11

	 (7)	
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The problem with the suppositions by Myhill and Smith, however, is that epis-
temic must has also decreased, and this verb is not related to power and authority. 
Leech et al. (2009: 88) suggest that the “partial decline [of epistemic must] could 
be due to contamination by the dramatic fall of deontic must”. This is perhaps a 
questionable explanation because the root and epistemic meanings of must do 
not intersect, so it is not clear how a fall in one would cause a fall in the other 
(cf. Coates’s (1983: 170) treatment of the meanings of will which do intersect). In 
their data, root must declines more drastically than epistemic must, which Leech 
et al. suggest is because “neither have to nor any other form has become widely 
adopted as an alternative expression of strong epistemic necessity”. In the spoken 
data from DCPSE, however, the fall of epistemic must is almost equal to that of 
root must, although it is true that there is no rise in epistemic have to or have got 
to. It is, of course, possible that there are independent explanations for the fall of 
root must on the one hand, and epistemic must on the other. However, we suggest 
that the cause is the same.

The data from DCPSE cannot tell us which occurred first, the fall of root 
must or the rise of root have to. The figures for epistemic must suggest the former, 
otherwise it is difficult to explain why epistemic must has declined, but epistemic 
have (got) to has not increased.

As an explanation for the decrease in must, we appeal to what Huddleston & 
Pullum et al. (2002: 175) refer to as “strength of commitment” where “necessity 
involves a strong commitment”. We suggest that the decline in must is a result of 
a decline in forms expressing strong commitment. In the root sense, have to is 
favoured over must. The difference between the two forms is illustrated in (8) 
where the conjoined clause is not possible with must, because the commitment is 
stronger and does not permit resistance (example from Sweetser (1988: 54), quot-
ed in Hopper & Traugott (1993: 79)):

	 (8)	 I have to/??must get this paper in, but I guess I’ll go to the movies 
instead.

This explanation can be extended to epistemic must because this also expresses 
necessity (and hence involves strong commitment), although, as pointed out in 
Section 4.2, have to is not a rival to epistemic must.	

If there is a move away from forms which express a stronger commitment, 
then we would also expect other forms which express necessity to show a de-
crease. This is in fact the case: should and ought to, both classified by Coates (1983) 
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