
Malá, Marcela

Notes on norms and usage of finite/non-finite predication in written English

Brno studies in English. 2013, vol. 39, iss. 1, pp. [27]-40

ISSN 0524-6881 (print); ISSN 1805-0867 (online)

Stable URL (DOI): https://doi.org/10.5817/BSE2013-1-2
Stable URL (handle): https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/129150
Access Date: 17. 02. 2024
Version: 20220831

Terms of use: Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University provides access to
digitized documents strictly for personal use, unless otherwise specified.

Digital Library of the Faculty of Arts,
Masaryk University
digilib.phil.muni.cz

https://doi.org/10.5817/BSE2013-1-2
https://hdl.handle.net/11222.digilib/129150


Brno Studies in English
Volume 39, No. 1, 2013

ISSN 0524-6881
DOI: 10.5817/BSE2013-1-2

Marcela Malá

Notes on Norms and Usage of Finite/Non-Finite 
Predication in Written English

Abstract
English reference grammars mention finite dependent clauses as coexisting with 
non-finite clauses in the norm of the language. Since finite clauses can express 
the same syntactic functions as non-finite clauses, the choice of clause normally 
depends on the speaker’s/writer’s preference. This paper compares the treatment 
of finite/non-finite predication in some grammar reference books and presents 
the results of long-term diachronic research into syntactic functions of finite/
non-finite clauses in academic English and the language of newspapers. The 
findings indicate that current users of the language seem to employ non-finite 
forms more frequently now than a hundred years ago. This trend is generally 
overlooked in the English normative grammars.
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1. Introduction

This paper presents the results of long-term diachronic research focusing on the 
use of finite/non-finite predication and changes in syntactic functions of finite/
non-finite clauses in written English. The research originally started with the 
analysis of academic texts from the fields of psychology and economics, later 
also sociology. The motivation was to analyse academic texts written a hundred 
years ago and towards the end of the 20th century or the beginning of 21st century 
with regard to the development of sentence complexity. As a by-product it was 
revealed that current academic texts in comparison with the texts written a hun-
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dred years ago display a greater tendency towards a non-finite mode of expres-
sion. Texts were then added representing newspaper language taken from The 
Guardian, The New York Times and Daily Mirror. Since it was rather difficult 
to find a diachronic study that would aim at the development of finite/non-finite 
predication and change in syntactic functions of finite/non-finite clauses in writ-
ten English, the findings of each following study were mainly contextualised with 
the previous ones (Malá 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012). The main goal was always 
to ascertain which findings are more universally valid and which are register-
dependent only. One of the findings that spans across these two registers is that 
current users of the language seem to employ non-finite forms more frequently 
now than a hundred years ago. The first part of the present paper will thus focus 
on the treatment of finite/non-finite clauses in the normative grammars and some 
less comprehensive grammar books. The second part will discuss the findings of 
the above-mentioned long-term diachronic research.

2. Grammar reference books

Grammar reference books contain rules for what is considered correct or appro-
priate usage in the norm of English. Moreover, besides rules, these books often 
describe tendencies in usage which language users may accept as prescriptivism 
and then utilize in their own usage. When dealing with defining relative clauses 
with the relative pronoun in the object position after a personal antecedent (e.g. 
People I visit), Quirk et al. (1985: 1251) state that “whom here would seem pe-
dantic to many people, while who as object in relative clauses is informal and 
tends to be regarded as incorrect”. That is why “that (and particularly zero) is fre-
quently used...”. Another example could be the selection of an anaphoric pronoun 
which refers to indefinite pronouns denoting humans without specification of sex 
(e.g. everybody, someone). Huddleston et al. (2002: 492) indicate that when we 
use he, it is not considered politically correct because it “represents one of the 
most obvious and central cases of sexism in language”. They add that he or she 
“has long been used as a means of avoiding the sexist bias of he”, but may be 
“regarded as somewhat clumsy. [...] The use of they with a singular antecedent 
goes back to Middle English, and in spite of criticism since the earliest prescrip-
tive grammars it has continued to be very common in informal style” (Huddles-
ton et al 2002: 493). “However, it is not considered acceptable by some native 
speakers” (Alexander 1988: 87). Such comments are valuable because they help 
potential users of the language avoid choosing a formal or pedantic alternative in 
informal situations as well as avoid using politically incorrect expressions when 
it is inappropriate. With reference to finite/non-finite predication several grammar 
reference books and other sources were analysed. They are exhibited in Table 1. 
The main aim was to detect whether the commentaries of these books reflect what 
was indicated by the research, namely that in written English the usage of non-
finite clauses is becoming more and more prominent.
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Table 1. Grammar reference books and other sources analysed

Quirk et al. 1985 A Comprehensive Grammar of the English Language
Biber et al. 1999 Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English
Biber et al. 2002 Longman Student Grammar of Spoken and Written English
Huddleston et al. 2002 The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language
Alexander 1988 Longman English Grammar
Parrot 2000 Grammar for English Language Teachers
Eastwood 1994 Oxford Guide to English Grammar
Carter and McCarthy 2006 Cambridge Grammar of English
Leech and Svartvik 2002 A Communicative Grammar of English
Jespersen 1940 A Modern English Grammar on Historical Principles 

All grammar reference books deal with finite and non-finite clauses. Some slight-
ly differ from each other in terminology and categorization, but basically they 
discuss all the main functions of finite and non-finite clauses. As for the three ma-
jor and most authoritative descriptive comprehensive grammar reference books 
available, namely Quirk et al. (1985), Biber et al. (1999) and Huddleston et al. 
(2002), all of them describe finite and non-finite clauses and their functions in de-
tail. With reference to non-finite clauses, besides descriptive comments Quirk et 
al. and Huddleston et al. provide some remarks assessing these structures, though 
rarely. Non-finite clauses are “valuable as a means of syntactic compression” 
(Quirk et al. 1985: 995). “Non-finite clauses tend to be significantly less explicit 
than finite clauses...” (Huddleston et al. 2002: 1211). However, any comments 
contrasting finite/non-finite clauses are practically non-existent. Rather, different 
structures are analysed semantically and selection restriction issues are thought-
fully considered. Thus when Huddleston et al. (2002: 1253) deal with non-finite 
infinitival clauses and finite nominal that clauses after adjectives, if the two alter-
natives are used interchangeably (e.g. It was necessary for him to walk to school. 
It was necessary that he walk to school.), it is not indicated whether any of them 
would prevail. Comments are provided if there is a difference in meaning be-
tween a finite and non-finite structure. It was possible for him to walk to school 
reflects deontic modality, the ability to walk, while It was possible that he walked 
to school indicates epistemic modality, meaning maybe. Some explanations are 
also available when the selection restriction influencing the choice of a finite/
non-finite clause is imposed by lexical factors. Thus adjectives concerned with 
truth or likelihood take finite clauses (e.g. It was obvious that he was lying), while 
adjectives concerned with ease or difficulty of doing something generally take 
non-finite clauses (e.g. It was easy for me to sympathise with her.).

Biber et al. (1999) – the third of the largest comprehensive grammar reference 
books – differ from the other two in that their research is based on the analysis 
of corpora of 4 registers (academic English, newspaper language, fiction, con-
versation). Commentaries refer to usage across registers as well as to usage in 
individual registers. Since the frequencies of occurrence are normalised per mil-
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lion words, the tables and figures are mutually comparable and exhibit clearly 
which structure is more frequent in which category. Nevertheless, with refer-
ence to different functions of finite/non-finite clauses the growing importance 
of non-finite clauses does not become obvious because the perspective of the 
grammar reference book is synchronic. Moreover, finite clauses are usually taken 
as a whole, while non-finite clauses are taken separately. Thus finite postmodifi-
cation by relative clauses on one hand is contrasted with -ed, -ing and to- clauses 
expressing non-finite postmodification taken separately. The order of different 
kinds of postmodification according to the frequency of occurrence is relative 
clauses, -ed, -ing and to- clauses with finite relative clauses highly prevailing 
over each kind of non-finite clauses (Biber et al. 1999: 606). Finite/non-finite 
clauses functioning as adverbials are treated in a similar way. All semantic rela-
tionships of finite adverbial clauses are taken as a whole and are opposed to -ed, 
-ing and to- clauses functioning as adverbials taken separately. It is stated that “In 
all four registers finite clauses are by far the most common type of circumstance 
adverbial clause” (826). However, if finite clauses expressing a certain function 
were taken as a whole and were contrasted with non-finite clauses expressing the 
same function also taken as a whole, the difference demonstrating the prevalence 
of finite clauses would not be so sharp.

Less comprehensive grammar books provide some more specific comments 
more frequently than big grammar reference books. They sometimes indicate 
that there are two alternative ways (finite and non-finite) of expressing the same 
communicative intent and offer notes evaluating them. In comparison with finite 
clauses non-finite clauses are “shorter and neater” (Eastwood 1994: 155), “more 
economical and avoid repetition“ (Leech and Svartvik 2002: 203), but also more 
formal than finite clauses (Eastwood 1994: 172, Carter and McCarthy 2006: 774, 
Leech and Svartvik 2002: 203). Sometimes the comments are not unequivocal. 
“Participle constructions are generally more typical of formal style than of infor-
mal, though they can easily occur in both” (Alexander 1988: 30).

When two competing alternatives express the same, some remarks indicating 
which structure is preferable in which context are valuable. Thus when Biber et 
al. (2002: 341) discuss a non-finite to- clause with subject-to-subject raising and 
a finite extraposed that- clause as two alternative forms of expressing the same 
(e.g. It seems that Andy knows everything. Andy seems to know everything.), they 
make it clear that non-finite to-clauses are much more frequent in all four regis-
ters. The reason is often the division of communicative dynamism in a sentence. 
The given information appears at the beginning, the new information towards the 
end.

Parrot, while considering teaching implications, emphasizes that using non-
finite clauses is of utmost importance. In his opinion teachers should help learners 
“develop and use a mental checklist of functions these clauses frequently have”. 
It is essential for learners not only “to recognise and understand non-finite claus-
es, but also use them” because they help us express our ideas “more succinctly” 
(Parrot 2000: 361).
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In Jespersen, the grammar book with a diachronic perspective, we can find 
notes referring to the origin of different non-finite structures, e.g. the perfect in-
finitive developed in the Middle English period (Jespersen 1940: 88), the perfect 
participle “did not come into existence till the 16th century” (94). Such remarks 
reveal clearly that non-finite forms emerged much later than finite forms. There 
are comments comparing finite/non-finite forms and suggesting that they can 
be used interchangeably. “The infinitival nexus-construction in many respects 
equals a that-clause, and one construction may be substituted for another without 
the sense being altered” (e.g. They firmly believed him to be innocent. They firmly 
believed that he was innocent.) (Jespersen 1940: 297). There are even comments 
assessing the selection restrictions connected with the choice of finite/non-finite 
forms. “There are, however, some restrictions to the use of the shorter and gener-
ally more handy infinitive construction. It can never be placed before the verb...” 
(e.g. Him to be innocent they firmly believed is not possible while That he was 
innocent they firmly believed is possible.) (297). Nonetheless, Jespersen does not 
provide any commentary indicating that some non-finite forms are used more 
often than finite ones.

The comments found mainly in the less comprehensive grammar books list 
many features of non-finite clauses. Non-finite structures are shorter, neater, more 
handy, more economical, more formal than finite structures. By using them we 
avoid repetition and express our ideas more succinctly. On the whole, however, 
neither comprehensive nor less comprehensive grammar books provide straight-
forward unequivocal comments speaking in favour of non-finite clauses.

3. The use of finite/non-finite clauses from a diachronic perspective

Unlike grammar reference books, notes suggesting a growing tendency in Eng-
lish to use non-finite forms can be found in research articles and some other liter-
ature, even though such claims are again not too frequent. Members of the Prague 
Linguistic Circle (Mathesius 1961, Vachek 1955) indicated that the use of non-
finite verbal forms or condensers, mainly infinitives, gerunds, participles, is more 
prominent in analytic languages – e.g. English – than in synthetic languages such 
as Czech. Vachek proposed a hypothesis about the increase in the use of non-fi-
nite forms during the historical development of English within English itself. The 
hypothesis was confirmed by Hladký (1961), who reported on two translations of 
identical texts from the Bible, one made in the 17th century, the other in the Mod-
ern English period. The diachronic perspective revealed that during the historical 
development the ratio of finite to non-finite verbal forms changed more strongly 
in favour of non-finite verbal forms because in the modern translation of the text 
from the Bible there were significantly more cases of condensers than in the old 
translation. Some other researchers also noticed that non-finite forms became 
“more functionally prominent, and correspondingly more frequent in discourse” 
even though, unfortunately, there is little research into these issues (Mair and 
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Leech 2006: 329). Furthermore, there are comments referring to the normative 
tradition in the Old English period and its change in the direction of non-finite 
forms with time. “In Old English, with very few exceptions, finite complement 
clauses were the norm. From around the thirteenth century, the infinitival vari-
ants emerged and started spreading (Leech et al. 2009: 183) ... in the seventeenth 
century gerund emerged and started spreading” (185). Such notes in literature 
suggesting a growing tendency to a non-finite mode of expression, when viewed 
diachronically, are in harmony with the findings of the research discussed below. 

4.	Material and method of analysis in exploratory studies into academic 
English and newspaper language

This part of the paper combines the results of three small-scale descriptive ex-
ploratory studies with a diachronic perspective that analyse academic English and 
three small-scale studies that analyse newspaper language (See Table 2). The aim 
was to detect changes in the syntactic functions of finite and non-finite clauses 
which occurred over a hundred-year time span that would be common to both 
registers. Each study analysed parts of two texts, one published towards the end 
of the 19th century or the beginning of the 20th century, the other towards the end 
of the 20th century or the beginning of the 21st century. Regarding the selection of 
texts, an effort was made to choose texts from the same field which focus on the 
same or similar topics. As for the academic texts, two are from clinical psychol-
ogy and describe research on hypnosis, two academic articles are from econom-
ics and focus on Britain’s fiscal policy and two are book extracts focusing on how 
to do sociological research. Newspaper language is represented by two texts from 
The Guardian that report on conferences. Then there are two texts from The New 
York Times and International Herald Tribune (the global edition of The New York 
Times) dealing with the Presidential Election in the USA and finally there are also 
two texts from Daily Mirror that concentrate on the Royal Family. From each 
text 100 consecutive sentences were chosen as units of analysis. Every explicitly 
expressed finite and non-finite predication which occurred in the sentences was 
categorised. The research is based mainly on the theoretical framework of Quirk 
et al. (1985) and Biber et al. (1999). Table 2 shows that with the exception of the 
modern texts from International Herald Tribune and Daily Mirror, modern texts 
consisted of fewer clauses. The text from International Herald Tribune was the 
only text whose number of words was higher than that of the older text. 
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Table 2.	 The number of clauses and words in 100 sentences of the 6 academic 
texts and 6 newspaper texts

No. of sentences No. of clauses No. of words
Psychology – 1907 100 436 3,582
Psychology – 2005 100 286 2,057
Economics – 1904 100 438 4,233
Economics – 1997 100 307 2,629
Sociology – 1888 100 358 3,230
Sociology – 1995 100 265 2,133
Guardian 1907 100 392 3,323
Guardian 2010 100 304 1,933
New York Times 1902 100 280 2,227
International Herald Tribune 2012 100 365 2,392
Daily Mirror 1903 100 268 2,546
Daily Mirror 2012 100 282 1,976

1,200 3,981 32,261

4.1 Categories of explicitly expressed finite and non-finite predications

Explicitly expressed finite and non-finite predications are categorised as main 
clauses and finite and non-finite subordinate clauses. Subordinate clauses are fur-
ther divided into 4 syntactic categories according to the functions they perform 
in sentences. There are clauses occupying a noun phrase slot, clauses occupying 
an adverbial element slot, clauses contributing to the complexity of noun phrases 
in the form of pre- and postmodification and comment clauses. In the examples 
below, parts of sentences illustrating individual categories are presented in italics.

Clauses occupying a noun phrase slot as subject, object, complement

Sentences (1) and (2) show clauses substituting for clause elements that are nor-
mally expressed by noun phrases. Sentence (1) illustrates a nominal that clause 
performing the function of direct object. In (2) there is a to- clause functioning 
as direct object.

(1) 	 The Queen looked fantastic... and her eyes showed that she was excited. 
(Daily Mirror 2012)

(2) 	 As he walked in, members tried to grasp his hand, and the ex-President 
smiled. (The New York Times 1902)

Clauses occupying an adverbial element slot

Examples (3) and (4) show finite and non-finite clauses substituting for adverbi-
als. In (3) there is an adverbial clause of time, in (4) the infinitive of purpose.
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(3)	 ... the second Christmas... will be as quietly and as enjoyably spent as they 
were when their Majesties were Prince and Princess of Wales. (Daily Mirror 
1903)

(4) 	 She... said she would fight to defeat the president´s agenda of socialism. (Int. 
Herald Tribune 2012)

Clauses contributing to the complexity of noun phrases in the form of pre- and 
postmodification

To keep to the criterion of explicitly expressed predication, examples of -ing and 
-ed participles used as premodification which are formed by adding a suffix to a 
verb base were counted as non-finite clauses. In example (5) neglected infrastruc-
ture can be easily changed into infrastructure that is neglected.

(5) 	 Western capitalism survives, but limping, wounded, carrying a heavy load of 
debt, inequality, demography, neglected infrastructure. (The Guardian 2010)

Example (6) illustrates postmodification by a finite clause (a defining relative 
clause), in (7) there is postmodification by an –ed participle.

(6) 	 Lay people have the opportunity to acquire beliefs and opinions about hyp-
nosis and hypnotherapy, that included hypnotic enhancement of imagination 
and recollection. (psychology 2005)

(7) 	 It is not necessary to lay exclusive stress upon an argument advanced in the 
present controversy. (economics 1904)

Comment clauses

Example (8) demonstrates a comment clause which has the form of a main clause. 
In (9) the comment clause in non-finite.

(8) 	 Here visual representation is the rule, and it will, I think, be found... (psy-
chology 1907)

(9) 	 But she similarly failed, to begin with, in the hypnotic state. (psychology 
1907)

4.2 Results and discussion

Table 3 shows main, finite subordinate and non-finite clauses in all 6 pairs of 
texts. Next to the absolute numbers of clauses in the modern texts there are ar-
rows pointing upwards or downwards and next to them percentages by which the 
main, finite subordinate and non-finite clauses in/decreased in the modern texts. 
As regards finite subordinate clauses and non-finite clauses, it can be seen that 
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when the absolute numbers of clauses decrease in the modern texts (psychology 
2005, economics 1997, sociology 1995, The Guardian 2010) and the decreases 
are converted to percentages, finite clauses decrease more than non-finite clauses 
(e.g. in economics 1997 finite subordinate clauses decreased by 50%, non-finite 
clauses by 26%.). On the other hand, when the absolute numbers of clauses in-
crease in the modern texts (Inter. Herald Tribune 2012, Daily Mirror 2012), again 
converted to percentages, finite clauses increase less than non-finite clauses (e.g. 
in Daily Mirror 2012 finite clauses increased by 3%, non-finite clauses by 57%.). 
Thus the results of the diachronic research in all the six studies are consistent. It 
seems that in written English, when viewed diachronically, there is an increased 
tendency to the non-finite expression of subordinate clauses and to the reduction 
of finite clauses. This was interpreted as a tendency towards a non-finite mode 
of expression in written English (Malá 2011, 2012). If we adopt the synchronic 
perspective and compare the absolute numbers of finite subordinate clauses with 
the absolute numbers of non-finite clauses in individual sets, in six cases there are 
more finite clauses than non-finite clauses (psychology 1907, psychology 2005, 
economics 1904, The New York Times 1902, International Herald Tribune 2012 
and Daily Mirror 1903), in one case the number of finite and non-finite clauses 
is the same (in The Guardian 1907 there are 143 finite subordinate clauses and 
143 non-finite subordinate clauses) and in five cases there are more non-finite 
clauses than finite clauses (economics 1997, sociology 1888, sociology 1995, 
The Guardian 2010 and Daily Mirror 2012). In other words, if the perspective is 
synchronic, there are still more finite clauses than non-finite ones. The tendency 
towards a non-finite mode of expression becomes apparent when the perspective 
is diachronic.

Table 3.	 Main, finite, non-finite clauses in the 6 academic texts and 6 newspaper 
texts (Abs.* – absolute numbers of clauses)

Main clauses Finite sub. clauses Non-finite clauses
Abs.* % Abs. % Abs. %

Psychology – 1907 138 182 116
Psychology – 2005 115 ↓ 17 % 94 ↓ 48 % 77 ↓ 34 %
Economics – 1904 126 181 131
Economics – 1997 119 ↓ 6 % 91 ↓ 50 % 97 ↓ 26 %
Sociology – 1888 124 110 124
Sociology – 1995 113 ↓ 9 % 66 ↓ 40 % 86 ↓ 31 %
Guardian 1907 106 143 143
Guardian 2010 122 ↑15% 84 ↓ 41% 98 ↓ 31.5%
New York Times 1902 131 81 68
Int. H. Tribune 2012 119 ↓ 9% 125 ↑ 54% 121 ↑ 78%
Daily Mirror 1903 150 60 58
Daily Mirror 2012 129 ↓ 14% 62 ↑ 3% 91 ↑ 57%
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The development of individual categories (finite/non-finite clauses substituting 
for clause elements normally expressed by noun phrases, clauses used as adverbi-
als, clauses developing noun phrases in the form of pre- and postmodification and 
comment clauses) can be seen in Tables 4–7. The representation of individual cat-
egories has sometimes in/decreased dramatically in the hundred-year time span.

Table 4. Percentages of finite clauses according to functions in academic texts

Finite clauses – 
psychology

Finite clauses – 
economics

Finite clauses – 
sociology

  1907 2005 1904 1997 1888 1995
Postmodification 36 38 57 29 40 35
Adverbial element 33 13 25.5 37 26 38
Noun phrase slot 26 47 15.5 34 25 24
Comment clauses 5 – 2 – 9 3
Premodification – 2 – – – –
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 5. Percentages of finite clauses according to functions in newspaper texts

Finite clauses –
Guardian

Finite clauses –
New York Times

Finite clauses –
Daily Mirror

  1907 2010 1902 2012 1903 2012
Postmodification 40 37 38 34 60 19
Adverbial element 13 19 27 20 27 42
Noun phrase slot 43 40 25 32 10 34
Comment clauses 4 4 10 14 3 5
Premodification – – – – – –
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 6.	 Percentages of non-finite clauses according to functions in academic 
texts

Non-finite cl. – 
psychology

Non-finite cl. – 
economics

Non-finite cl. – 
sociology

  1907 2005 1904 1997 1888 1995
Postmodification 45 32 46.5 30 38 31
Adverbial element 14 25 14 31 12 22
Noun phrase slot 26 26 24.5 27 23 30
Comment clauses 2 – – – 2 –
Premodification 13 17 15 12 25 17
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100
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Table 7.	 Percentages of non-finite clauses according to functions in newspaper 
texts

Non-finite cl. –
Guardian

Non-finite cl. –
Int. H. Tribune

Non-finite cl. –
Daily Mirror

  1907 2010 1902 2012 1903 2012
Postmodification 45 26 31 28 29 26
Adverbial element 16 19 28 20 31 31
Noun phrase slot 29 35 28 39 28 26
Comment clauses – – – – – –
Premodification 10 20 13 13 12 17
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

The changes that are more universally valid, which means valid both for academic 
texts and newspaper language, are as follows. Postmodification by finite and non-
finite clauses is in most cases the most frequently used category in the old texts. 
In some cases it is by far the most frequently used category (e.g. postmodifica-
tion by finite clauses in economics 1904 represents 57%, in Daily Mirror 1903 
even 60%. Postmodification by non-finite clauses in economics 1904 represents 
46.5% of non-finite clauses, in The Guardian 1907 as well as psychology 1907 
it is 45%.). With only one exception (finite clauses in psychology 2005 where it 
slightly increased) this category was reduced in the modern texts. In Malá (2012) 
it was illustrated how the reduction of finite and non-finite postmodification con-
tributes to straightforwardness of expression. When it is used, it interrupts the 
flow of the texts by giving details about noun phrases. Reading a text with many 
postmodifications puts considerable stress on the concentration of the reader. 

When we look at the percentages of finite and non-finite clauses used instead 
of clause elements normally expressed by noun phrases (subject, object, com-
plement) and adverbials, we can see that these two categories often increase in 
the modern texts, in some cases rather substantially. (E.g. in Daily Mirror finite 
clauses substituting for noun phrases increase from 10 % to 34%, those used as 
adverbials from 27% to 42%. In the text from economics the percentage of non-
finite clauses substituting for adverbials increases from 14% to 31%. In Interna-
tional Herald Tribune the percentage of non-finite clauses used instead of clause 
elements normally expressed by noun phrases rose from 28% to 39%.) Clauses 
used instead of noun phrases and adverbials contribute significantly to the devel-
opment of argument because they express thoughts, stances and different kinds 
of circumstances. As for premodification, it is a very economical means of ex-
pression because just one word can substitute for a whole clause. As the find-
ings show, the use of premodification increases mainly in newspaper language. 
Finally, comment clauses do not play a significant role.

For the purpose of the main topic of the present paper the most important 
change that can be referred to as more universally valid, meaning that it occurred 
both in academic texts and newspaper language, includes an increasing tendency 
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to a non-finite mode of expression. The others – the reduction of postmodification 
by finite/non-finite clauses and increase in finite/non-finite clauses used instead 
of noun phrases and as adverbials – are important too, but they lie beyond the 
scope of the present paper.

5. Conclusion

English normative grammars deal with finite/non-finite clauses in considerable 
detail. With reference to the choice between finite/non-finite clauses they careful-
ly consider selection restriction issues imposed by lexical factors, the division of 
communicative dynamism in a sentence, differences in meaning between finite/
non-finite structures and other points. When both finite and non-finite structures 
can be used interchangeably, the English normative tradition does not general-
ly indicate priority of usage. Both types of clauses simply co-exist in the norm 
of the language. In comprehensive grammar reference books (Quirk et al. and 
Huddleston et al.) the comments comparing finite/non-finite structures are rather 
rare. Since the third comprehensive grammar reference book – Biber et al. – in 
some cases contrasts finite clauses as a whole with individual types of non-finite 
clauses expressing the same function, finite clauses seem to prevail more than 
they actually do. In less comprehensive grammar books we can find remarks 
evaluating non-finite structures as neater, more handy, more economical, but no 
straightforward comments speaking in favour of finite or non-finite clauses.

The diachronic research into academic English and newspaper language re-
vealed that current users of the language seem to employ non-finite forms more 
frequently now than a hundred years ago. When we compared portions of 100 
sentences of texts from these two periods and the modern texts contained fewer 
subordinate clauses than the old texts, then, consistently, the findings showed that 
finite clauses decreased more than non-finite clauses. When, on the other hand, 
the modern texts contained more subordinate clauses than the old texts, finite 
clauses increased less than non-finite clauses. This fact was interpreted as a ten-
dency towards a non-finite mode of expression in written English. This tendency 
becomes apparent only when the perspective is diachronic. Since the grammar 
reference books usually deal with the language from a synchronic perspective, 
they do not provide comments referring to tendencies in usage over time. From a 
synchronic perspective it is certainly true that finite subordinate clauses are still 
used more than non-finite clauses. 

If further research proves that the above-mentioned claims are valid, the find-
ings would have some important pedagogical implications. The findings of the 
research may also trigger further questions. If finite/non-finite forms can be used 
interchangeably and current users of English use non-finite forms in writing more 
now than a hundred years ago, then how do writers make decisions in favour of 
non-finite forms? Are their decisions intentional or incidental? Are the writers 
aware of them? By using non-finite forms we achieve certain syntactic economy 
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because we avoid repeating what is clear from the surrounding context. In cur-
rent academic English and newspaper language there is certainly a trend towards 
greater brevity. Unlike the writers of 100 years ago, modern writers are often giv-
en instructions on the maximum length of their articles. Using non-finite forms 
instead of finite ones certainly contributes to syntactic compression of texts, usu-
ally making them shorter, but also, as mentioned above, significantly less explicit. 
These are only some of the issues that could be investigated by further research. 
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