The Infinitive

The infinitive is a verbal form (a non-finite verb form) which consists of the base form of the verb with the particle "to": to do; to go; to play; to take; to break; to find.


The English infinitive and the Russian non-finite verb form have similar features. At the same time, the infinitive in English has a number of peculiarities which make using the infinitive difficult for language learners.
The Forms of the Infinitive
	 
	Active
	Passive

	Indefinite
	to teach
	to be taught

	Continuous
	to be teaching
	to be being taught

	Perfect
	to have taught
	to have been taught

	Perfect Continuous
	to have been teaching
	   ---



The Indefinite Infinitive expresses an action simultaneous with that expressed by the finite verb.

I shall be glad to see him

The Continuous Infinitive denotes an action in progress simultaneous with that expressed by the finite verb.

He seemed to be waiting for us.
The Perfect Infinitive denotes an action prior to that expressed by the finite verb.

I am sorry to have troubled you.

The Perfect Continuous Infinitive denotes an action which lasted a certain time before the action of the finite verb. 


He proved to have been teaching English for ten years.

The Active Infinitive denotes that the subject is the doer of the action. The Passive Infinitive denotes that the subject is acted upon. 


The man came to teach us English.

The man came to be taught English.

Functions of Infinitive


The Infinitive is used in the function of the subject, predicative, object, attribute and adverbial modifier.
Read and memorize!


To err is human. (subject)


My desire is to furnish our kitchen in a new style. (predicative) 

The door is hard to lock. (part of predicative)

My father plans to buy a car for me.(object)


She was glad to have got a good refrigerator. (object)


This is a dish to put apples in. (attribute)


He was the last to come to our party. (attribute)


The flat was too small to hold so many guests.(adverbial modifier of result) 

The kitchen is large enough to have meals in it. (adverbial modifier of result)


He is too tired to continue the way. (adverbial modifier of result)


He started drinking to forget. (adverbial modifier of purpose)


The function of an attribute is very peculiar to the infinitive in Modern English. The modified word and the modifier stand in various relations to each other:

1. the modified word denotes the doer of the action expressed by the infinitive.

The first man to come was his cousin.

The next student to take the exam was Nick.

2. the modified word denotes an object acted upon by the infinitive. The infinitive may be both in the Active and in the Passive Voice, but the Active is much more common.

We had a hundred and one things to do (or to be done).

It is a very interesting book to read

There was nothing to be done about it.

There were important things to be attended to.


3. The modified word denotes the time or the place of the action expressed by the infinitive.

I must have room to hang my pictures.

There were 2 minutes to wait.

Complex Object


The combination of a noun in the common case or a pronoun in the objective case and an infinitive used after the predicate forms a complex object. The relation between the noun (pronoun) and the infinitive is that of subject and predicate.:


I saw the boy raise his hand. 


I heard him call my name. 


I want you to know that it doesn't matter. 


The infinitive may be used as a part of a complex object after the following verbs:

1. to hear, to see, to watch, to feel, to let, to make. After these verbs the infinitive has no particle to.

Read and memorize!


I heard him describe his new bedroom suite.

He makes his children go to bed early.


I saw him whitewash the fence.


2.to want, to expect, to know, to suppose, to consider, to believe. After these verbs the particle to is used before the infinitive.
Read and memorize!


He wanted me to help him choose a new computer. 


I consider Bill to be Jack of all trades. 


I expected him to paint the walls green.

Complex Subject


The combination of a noun in the common case (or a pronoun in the nominative case) and an infinitive forms a complex subject (1). The predicate which is usually expressed by a verb in the passive voice  is placed between the noun and the infinitive. The relation between the noun and the infinitive is that of subject and predicate.

Note. According to another interpretation the subject is expressed by a noun or pronoun and the infinitive is regarded as a part of the predicate.

He is said to be a good teacher. 

The boy is known to have passed his exams well. 


The predicate in sentences with a complex subject can be expressed by:


1. The same verbs that can be followed by a complex object (that is verbs of sense perception: to see, to hear…, verbs of mental activity: to know, to suppose…; verbs of inducement: to order, to cause, to allow…,). The verbs are used in the passive voice.
Read and memorize!


He was supposed to bring this book from London.

They are heard to have come from the South. 


They were seen to go home together.

This article is expected to be published next month.



2. verbs of saying: to say, to report, to announce...in the passive voice.
Read and memorize!


The building of the new hostel is reported to be over. 


He was said to be writing a new play.

3. the verbs to seem, to appear, to prove, to happen, to turn out, to chance in the active voice.


The telephone happened to be out of order. 


The young man proved to know everybody. 


The house seems to have been damaged by the earthquake.


4. compound predicate: to be likely, to be unlikely, to be sure, to be certain, to be bound.


They are likely to return on Sunday. 


Their team is certain to win. Their team is bound to win. 


He is sure to miss this train. 


This house is likely to have been built many centuries ago.

Note.– As part of a complex subject the infinitive is always used with the particle to.

