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AMultivariate Quantitative Study on English Modal Construction

from a Variationist Linguistics Perspective — ACase Study of

must, have to, have got to

Keywords: modals; semi-modals; multivariate quantitative research; constructional
alternation

Abstract: From a corpus-based variationist linguistics perspective, this study explores
the major factors influencing the choice of “must”, “have to” and “have got to” , these
three constructions and its diachronic evolution in American English, by means of
COHA corpus data and R software. After the annotation of nine predicative factors
including tense, genre, year, etc, Conditional Inference Tree modal and Conditional
Random Forest modal are used to analyze the data. The results show that: The
frequency of “must” is declining from 1810 to 2009 in American English; Although
there is still a high frequency of “have got to” in the “novel” genre, the frequency of
“have got to” is decreasing in the diachronic evolution. The frequency of “have to” is
on the rise. The main factors influencing the selection of these three constructions
include “tense”, “genre” and “year”. In addition, the influence of other predictive
variables selected in this study on the selection of three construction variants is not
obvious. Through further analysis on the standardized frequency distribution of “must”
and “have to” from 1820 to 2019 in American English, it can be concluded that when
expressing the meaning of “necessary to do sth.”, there was a trend that “must” was
gradually replaced by “have to”.

Figure 1 Conditional Inference Tree model on predictive variables influencing the choice of must, have to and

have got
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Figure 2 Conditional Random Forest analysis on predictive variables influencing the choice of must, have to and

have got to
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