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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a synchronic and diachronic description of the complementation profile of
would ('d) rather based on the BNC, the BNC2014, COCA and COHA corpora. The semantics of would
rather triggers the use of the present subjunctive, whose distribution varies in American and Brit-
ish English. The data from COCA show that in American English the present subjunctive has lost its
formal connotations and has become the most preferable choice, whereas in British English its use
is rather limited, especially in negative contexts. From a diachronic perspective, both varieties of
English show a substantial rise in past indicatives and a decline in modals during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries. Indicatives, however, have never gained such a strong foothold in Ameri-
can English, and modals exhibited a more stable level until the mid-20" century, when they began
to be replaced by productive subjunctive forms.
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TINTRODUCTION

A number of studies dealing with the present subjunctive have shown that the use of
this specific mood marking has recently been increasing, predominantly in Ameri-
can English (Hundt, 2018; Leech et al., 2009; Overgaard, 1995). The occurrence of the
present subjunctive may be observed in two types of contexts. The first one is repre-
sented by adverbial clauses (see Schliiter, 2009, p. 278), as in (1), where the verb prac-
tice takes the subjunctive mood.

(1) A medical student from Southern California has received a Washington state schol-
arship on condition that she practice in Othello. (Los Angeles Times 1992, Schliiter
20009, p. 286)

The other setting is nominal clauses governed by suasive expressions (such as suggest,
insist, demand) whose semantics involves a proposal of a potential course of action
(Biber et al., 1999, p. 667) that may or may not be carried out. They typically occur in
mandative contexts as they are used performatively, to direct other people’s behav-
ior. This is demonstrated in (2), where the verb demanded has a directive meaning and
is followed by the clausal complement with the verb resign marked with the present
subjunctive.
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(2) The employees have demanded that the manager resign. <esp AmE> (Quirk et al.,
1985, p. 157)

In both environments, illustrated in (1)-(2), verbal syntagms with the present sub-
junctive fluctuate with the use of other two variants — modals and indicatives, as
shown in (3).

(3) The employees have demanded that the manager should resign/resigns. (Quirk etal.,
1985, p. 157)

The distribution of individual variants is determined by a whole set of factors, rang-
ing from regional to structural ones (see more Section 3). These factors are analysed
in numerous corpus studies describing the increasing use of the present subjunctive
in the afore-mentioned environments.! Research in this field has taken two direc-
tions. Studies either concentrate on showing general tendencies in the complemen-
tation profiles of a large group of triggers of the present subjunctives (Crawford,
2009; Hundt, 2018; Kastronic & Poplack, 2014; Leech et al., 2009; Overgaard, 1995), or
they focus on one trigger and provide a complex picture of its distributional patterns
(Schliiter, 2009).

The aim of this paper is to analyse a single item whose complementation profile
has not been systematically mapped. The principal focus is placed on the comple-
ments of the verb would rather, which is not commonly associated with triggers of the
present subjunctives (for an overview of triggers see Crawford, 2009, p. 261; Leech
et al., 2009, p. 53; Overgaard 1995, pp. 95-113). Mapping the underexplored distribu-
tional layout of this item may be helpful in testing whether the preferences for each
verbal syntagm in finite complements generally follow more or less predictable pat-
terns attested with other triggers. Furthermore, a diachronic perspective can reveal
if this predictability applies to the uses of the complementation variants within the
particular periods between the beginning of the eighteenth and the beginning of the
21 century.

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 classifies the verb would rather. Sec-
tion 3 reviews previous research on the distribution of individual variants in man-
dative contexts. Section 4 discusses methodological caveats, and Section 5 presents

1 In this study, the term present subjunctive will be used consistently to contrast it with its
past form. The range of contexts in which the present subjunctive occurs extends the two
environments mentioned in the article. A detailed description of its use may be found in
linguistic reference grammars — e.g. Duskovd et al., 1994, pp. 196-197; Quirk et al., 1985,
pp- 156-158, 1180-1182. The two contexts are discussed in the article because there have
been extensive corpus studies related to the use of this mood. Their findings suggest that
the present subjunctive exhibits a decreasing tendency in adverbial clauses, whereas in
the mandative contexts its usage is on the increase (Kastronic & Poplack, 2021, p. 13, for
more on the present subjunctive in adverbial clauses, see Johansson & Norheim, 1988;
Schliiter, 2009; for mandative contexts, see for example Overgaard, 1995; see also Hundt,
2018; Leech et al., 2009).
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the results of the corpus analyses. Finally, Section 6 summarises the findings on the
distribution of complements of would rather and suggests directions for further re-
search.

2 CLASSIFICATION OF WOULD RATHER

This section briefly discusses the classification of the verb would rather. This expres-
sion has received many labels, which only confirms that it is semantically and syn-
tactically specific.

Quirk et al. (1985, p. 1183) consider would rather to be a hypothesis verb which may
be labelled as a modal idiom due to the properties which it shares with modal verbs.
These modal-like features are illustrated with examples from the Corpus of Contem-
porary American English (COCA) and the British National Corpus (BNC) and they
involve: taking the infinitive without to (4), the occurrence with the perfect infinitive
(5), and the ability to be negated by not, which can either be attached to would (6) or
more commonly follow the whole unit, as in (7).2

(4) One in five would rather go on Facebook [COCA:2011:SPOK: NBC Today]

(5) She'd rather have been in her wetsuit. Shed rather have been diving to the darkest
corners of the abyss. [COCA:2000:NEWS: AssocPress]

(6) I wonder whether Christ would not rather go to Calvary again than to suffer the un-
faithfulness of some of his friends.[BNC:G5H: S_sermon]

(7) I don’t know the driver and I would rather not know him. [BNC:CEN:W_newsp_
other_report]

Similarly, Collins (2009, p. 18) points out a certain resemblance to modal verbs, con-
sidering this verb a semi-modal. He argues that its status is still on the way of com-
pleting the process of modalization as the verb exhibits features that are distinctively
non-modal. More specifically, unlike central modals, would rather does not have the
capacity to express both epistemic and root modality (Collins, 2009, p. 19). Further-
more, in contrast to modals, it can be complemented with a finite clause, as the fol-
lowing example from the COCA demonstrates (8).

(8) Sorry to interrupt the conference, sir, but I'd rather you told us what you saw and
heard. [COCA:2003:FIC: Bk:FatOlliesBook]

2 Huddleston & Pullum (2002, p. 108) state that not follows would under restricted con-
ditions, serving “as the denial of the corresponding positive” or when used “in a nega-
tive question with positive bias”, which does not seem to be the case in this particular
example.
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Also, Palmer (1979/1990, p. 167) categorizes would rather as a semi-modal. He states
that it forms rather an independent unit, and not the unreal form of will and rather
because these two components are constantly associated. Additionally, the unit has
developed a specialized meaning, expressing a preference for another activity, state
or entity (Palmer, 1979/1990, p. 167). This comparative sense, historically involved in
the expression rather,® is apparent when the modal idiom occurs with explicit com-
parative finite or non-finite clauses, such as than say nothing in (9).

(9) ..., as FBI agent, I would just assume — I would rather you lie to me than say nothing
[COCA:2008:SPOK: NPR_TalkNation]

Furthermore, the expression would rather may be used to direct other people’s behav-
iour (cf. had better, Mitchell 2003, p. 143), as in example (10). Here, the speaker shows
a preference for somebody else’s behaviour and proposes that the action (smoking in
here) not be carried out. Evidently, such usages exhibit parallels with suasive verbs
(as in 2) in that the speaker wants somebody to perform or not to perform a certain
activity. This potential semantic link to suasive verbs may affect the distributional
layout of the modal idiom would rather, and will be discussed in Section 5.

(10) I'd rather you didn’t smoke in here. I'm allergic. [COCA: 1997: TV]

As can be seen from the afore-mentioned perspectives on the expression would rather,
the major focus has been placed on its semantics and approximation to modal verbs.
However, the distributional patterns of would rather have not received a considerable
attention. Therefore, this article addresses this gap by presenting a detailed corpus
analysis of complementations of would rather. Overall, it will aim at showing whether
the preferences for particular verbal syntagms follow the patterns that are formed in
other, more precisely described environments.

3 PREVIOUS RESEARCH

As has been mentioned earlier (see Section 1), a number of studies have analysed
large classes of suasive expressions and their complementations (Crawford, 2009;
Deshors & Gries, 2020; Hundt, 2018; Leech et al., 2009; Overgaard, 1995). The options
for complementing a suasive verb may differ from one verb to another, each show-
ing its own specific complementation profile. Some of these options are summarised
below, demonstrated by examples from the COCA and the BNC, all with the matrix
verb suggest.

One of these options involves non-finite complements (in case of suggest it is the
gerund) as in (11). Other possibilities are represented by a finite complement with

3 As Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (n.d., + Word Origin) puts it: “Old English
hrathor ‘earlier, sooner’, comparative of hrathe ‘without delay’, from hreeth ‘prompt’, of
Germanic origin.”
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the modal verb (12), a finite complement with the verb in the subjunctive mood (13)
or in the present indicative (14).

(11) I would definitely suggest taking them down and trying to defend the aircraft.
[COCA:2001:SPOK: Fox_HC]

(12) Her therapist had suggested that she should speak more fully and openly to her
husband, but an ancient, instinctive residue of wisdom had told Scarlet that this
would be inadvisable: [BNC:G1D: W_fict_prose]*

(13) Don't blithely suggest it be ignored, and then try to use it to educate parents about
safe choices. [COCA:2009:MAG: TodaysParent]

(14) If she wants to find relatives, I suggest that she looks in the villages. [BNC:AEB:
W_fict_prose]

The preferences for a certain complementation pattern may be influenced by a range
of factors. It is generally claimed that the regional factors are one of the most signifi-
cant criteria influencing the choice of the verbal syntagms in the subordinate clause.
Studies of the complements of suasive expressions have revealed that the usages with
the present indicatives, as in (14), are often considered a Briticism (Leech et al., 2009,
p. 57), while present subjunctives, such as in (13), are traditionally perceived as for-
mal (Quirk et al., 1985, p. 157). However, in American English this verb mood marking
underwent a recent “revival” (Hundt, 2009, p. 30), and subsequently, these usages
have been “spilling over to Britain” (Schliiter, 2009, p. 277) and to other varieties of
English. In the use of the present subjunctive, Australian English is assumed to be
closer to American English (Peters, 2009, p. 127), and Indian English to British Eng-
lish (Deshors & Gries, 2020, p. 235).

Another factor that may determine the choice of the individual complement op-
tions is of structural nature. Johansson & Norheim (1988, p. 30) suggest that the pref-
erence of one verbal syntagm over another one may be determined by the syntactic
environment and the type of the verb used in the dependent clause. Specifically, they
stress the importance of two factors that may favour the use of the subjunctive — the
category of voice (passive) and the occurrence of the verb be in the dependent clause.
Analysing the data from the LOB Corpus, they demonstrate that their sample com-
prised the total of 14 subjunctive forms, out of which 11 instances involved the verb be
and all of them were passives (Johansson & Norheim, 1988, p. 30). Rather in contrast
to it, more recent studies indicate that the 21 century use witnesses the majority
of the present subjunctives occur with lexical verbs, and not with the verb be (V1¢-
kov4, 2013, pp. 188-189). Furthermore, analyses of a larger set of data do not prove the
association between the voice (passive) and the use of subjunctive to be significant
(Deshors & Gries, 2020, p. 231).

4 In this example should shows indeterminacy between mandative and modal intrinsic

meanings; see more comments related to example (18).
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Another factor that is claimed to have relevance for the choice of verbal syn-
tagms is the type of matrix verb that governs the nominal clause. Crawford (2009,
p- 263) distinguishes weak and strong triggers depending on the proportional counts
of mandative versus non-mandative complements that appeared in his corpus. The
stronger the trigger is, the more mandative verbal syntagms it takes. Crawford (2009,
p- 273) then concludes that greater variability in the use of individual complementa-
tion options is shown by weak triggers.

Similarly, other studies highlight the importance of the matrix verb to the pref-
erences of individual complementation types. Deshors & Gries (2020) also pinpoint
the differences between individual triggers. Moreover, they show the importance of
considering various predictors simultaneously. By performing a multifactorial anal-
ysis they demonstrate the mutual interaction between the variety, the choice of the
matrix verb and the verb in the subordinate clause, presence or absence of the com-
plementizer that, voice, subject of the nominal clause and negation (Deshors & Gries,
2020, p. 8).

While some of the afore-mentioned predictors do not seem to have relevance to
the choice of a certain syntagm on their own, negation is a factor that decisively af-
fects the distributional layout of individual complementation options per se (Schliiter,
2009, p. 299). Negative indicatives (15) and modals (16) represent options preferred
over subjunctives in both varieties of English. In British English uses such as in (17)
are highly sporadic (for would rather see Table 10 below in Section 5.1).

(15) If you go and see this film I recommend that you don’t eat first. [BNC:A4S:
W_NEWS]

(16) Isuggest you shouldn’t use words you don’t understand. [BNC:FBg: W_fic_prose]
(17) If so, Iwould strongly suggest you not use it. [COCA:2007:FIC: Analog]

Asthelook into the research related to the use of the present subjunctive in the man-
dative contexts suggests, there are some disadvantages associated with the analysis
of alarge group of triggers. First of all, different matrix verbs “show widely discrep-
ant behaviors with regard to the selection of the subjunctive” (Schliiter, 2009, p. 285).
This can be caused by the complexity in the semantics of the verbs that interacts with
the choice of the verbal syntagm in the complement clause.

For example, the verbs suggest and insist can trigger the use of should which may
show indeterminacy between mandative and modal intrinsic meanings (Vi¢kovs,
2013, p. 187). This is illustrated in (18) where the interpretation of the complement
clause is ambiguous. It could be read as imperative or declarative (Huddleston & Pul-
lum, 2002, p. 998; see also V1¢kova, 2013, p. 185). All such uses have to be manually
checked in a broader context to differentiate mandative and non-mandative seman-
tics. Therefore, a number of studies entirely exclude these usages from their analyses.

(18) They insisted that all murderers should be hanged. (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002,
p- 998)
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Another disadvantage of analysing a large group of mandative verbs is that a wide
range of them can be complemented by verbal syntagms in the present subjunctive
mood (example 13) as well as the present indicative mood (example 14). These two
different forms are distinguishable only in the third person singular and in negative
contexts. In other environments, the two moods formally merged, as example (19)
demonstrates. Here, the verb in the subordinate clause (join) may be either the pres-
ent indicative or the present subjunctive.

(19) Iinsist youjoin me at my school’s Valentine’s day dance. [COCA:2017:TV: Speech-
less]

From this perspective, a detailed description of the distributional patterns of would
rather poses no obstacles. First, the semantics of this expression does not exhibit
any indeterminacy between mandative and non-mandative interpretations, such
as in (18), since its mandative component is inherently present. Second, it will be
shown that the use of present indicatives is highly restricted. Therefore, despite be-
ing treated separately, ambiguous forms, as in (19), may be assumed to be de facto
present subjunctives.

For all these reasons, would rather seems to be a perfect candidate for the corpus
analysis of the mandative subjunctive. Its distributional layout has remained rather
underexplored, so mapping it may well fill the gap in the field and supply a missing
piece of the puzzle in the area of such a complex grammatical phenomenon as the
mandative subjunctive indisputably is.

4 DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Before discussing the corpus data, there are a few methodological preliminaries that
need be stated. The analysis of the expression would rather is primarily based on the
data from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). This corpus in-
volves a collection of 1.1 billion words and comprises the latest data (1990-2019) so
it represents an adequate research tool for analysing the current use in American
English. These data are contrasted with the use in British English, as represented
in the British National Corpus (BNC, 1980s-1993) and the spoken component of the
BNC2014, which comprises conversations recorded between 2012-2016. For the de-
scription of the use in the earlier stages of development, two corpora were used —
the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA), which is made up of data from
1800 up to 2019, and Hansard Corpus, consisting of the British Parliament speeches
from 1803 up to 2005.

There are certain methodological issues related to the use of these corpora. First
of all, there are differences in the sizes of the corpora. While the COCA and the
Hansard are approximately comparable in terms of their sizes (1.1 billion words
and 1.6 billion words respectively), the COHA and the British National Corpus are
considerably smaller (the COHA 475 million words and the BNC “only” 100 million
words).
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Second, the corpora are also different in terms of the genre distribution of the
texts. From this perspective, the Hansard Corpus is very specific, as it includes only
speeches and is therefore not genre-balanced. The COHA also poses certain problems
because of the underrepresentation of the spoken genre and, up to the 1850s, also of
the news genre. In addition, it should be noted that around 50% of the data are taken
from fiction.

Another methodological caveat to be mentioned is that the COHA involves some
data from the COCA (specifically from the period 1990-2019). It is therefore likely
that some usages involved in the data analysis appeared in both corpora. The data
analysis nevertheless showed (relatively) recent ongoing changes by comparing the
usages within the individual decades of the 19th and 20th century, and the COHA is
sufficiently fit for purpose.

Last but not least, there are time discrepancies in the collection of the data in
the COCA and in the BNC. COCA is being updated and therefore comprises the most
recent data (up to 2019). The BNC corpus, by contrast, is made up of data only up to
the year 1993 and does not reflect the most recent language use. This lack should be at
least partially compensated for by the use of the BNC2014.

Taking these issues into consideration, the following section presents the results
of the analysis based on the afore-mentioned corpora and outlines the tendencies in
the use of complementation patterns of would rather.

5 COMPLEMENTATION PATTERNS OF WOULD RATHER (‘D RATHER)

This section summarises complementation patterns of would rather ('d rather) as pre-
sented in the linguistic reference grammars. The complementation of this verb is de-
termined predominantly by two factors.

First of all, it needs to be taken into account whether the performer of the action
isidentical to the person who shows the preference, or not. If it is the case, the modal
idiom would rather is complemented by the bare infinitive. This is demonstrated in
(20), where the performer of renting is identical to the subject (I) which expresses the
preference, and the verb would rather is followed by the bare infinitive (rent).

(20) I'd rather rent the cottage. (Quirk et al., 1985, p. 142)

Furthermore, if the subject shows preference for somebody else to do something,
there is another factor determining the choice of the complement of would rather,
namely the time reference. If it is referred to the hypothetical event in the past, there
is only one pattern available. The verb in the subordinate clause is marked as the past
perfect, as shown in the example from the COCA (21).°

5 Quirketal. (1985) do not use any example of would rather being complemented by the past
perfect but they provide an example with another hypothesis verb — wish (She wished she
hadn’t spent the money, Quirk et al., 1985, p. 1183).
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(21) Iwanted something good for them and I'd rather they had gone into one of the pro-
fessions, but when they wanted to be wrestlers, I helped them. [COCA: 1993: NEWS:
Houston]

However, if it is referred to the hypothetical present or future, there is greater var-
iability in the use of the mood and tense of the subordinate verb in the finite clause
complementing the verb would rather.

Based on Quirk et al. (1985, p. 1183), the verb would rather may be followed in these
contexts by the finite complement involving the subordinate verb in the past tense,
as in (22), or with the verb in the past subjunctive, as in (23).

(22) I'd rather you didn’t mention the price. (Quirk et al., 1985, p. 1183)

(23) Many residents would rather that the bus service were subsidized. (Quirk et al.,
1985, p. 1183)

Nevertheless, the data from the corpora demonstrate that the repertoire of comple-
mentation patterns is richer than proposed in (22)-(23). The following section will
summarise these findings.

5.1 COMPLEMENTATION PATTERNS OF WOULD RATHER IN

AMERICAN ENGLISH AS COMPARED TO BRITISH ENGLISH

The corpus search was aimed at the expression would rather complemented by a nom-
inal clause. The verb would rather appeared with its first element in the full (would) or
contracted (d) form. The nominal clause was introduced by an overtly realized com-
plementizer that (24)-(25) or by a zero complementizer (26)-(27). All the complemen-
tation options were manually edited so the search had to be narrowed down because
of the high total counts of certain sequences.®

(24) They would rather that you paid interest on your overdraft than that they paid in-
terest on theirs. [BNC:CDo: W_commerce]

(25) Begging your pardon, sir, but I'd rather that you not speak of judging the dead.
[COCA:1994: FIC]

(26) Of course, if you would rather I wilted here...?” [BNC:H82: W_commerce]
(27) Iknow you'd rather I went home. [COCA:1994:FIC: BkJuv:WolfSpeaker]

To retrieve a workable sample of hits for manual edition and to avoid the data bias,

I checked 100 random instances of the most frequent usages in both corpora and

compared frequencies of clausal complements with different types of subjects —

6 For example, in the COCA, the total count of the occurrences of 'd rather (followed by any
type of complements) was 14,017.
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nominal, personal pronoun and other. Complements with personal pronoun sub-
jects formed the majority of uses (82% in the BNC, 75% in the COCA). The corpus
search of complements of would (‘d) rather (that) was, therefore, limited to nominal
clauses with personal pronoun subjects, resulting in the overall sample of 1,027 hits
(the COCA) and 116 hits (the BNC) which were manually checked.

The preliminary assumption was to treat complements with the overtly realized
complements and zero complements separately because the presence or absence of
that is proposed to be a concomitant feature determining the choice of the mandative
subjunctive (see Deshors & Gries, 2020, and the discussion in Section 3). However,
as Table 1 shows, the distribution of the four sequences (would rather+o, ‘d rather+o,
would rather+that, d rather+that) is disproportional. The least represented sequence
in both corpora is d rather that (10 examples in total), while the most frequent one
is 'd rather+o (813 occurrences in total). Therefore, the presence or absence of the
complementizer will not be considered in this study as a variable determining the
preferences for the choice of one or the other complementation option, and tables
will provide total counts of all four sequences.

COCA BNC TOTAL

would rather
+ that + pronoun 27 (0.027) 1(0.01) 28
'd rather
+ that + pronoun 10 (0.01) 0(0) 10
would rather 268 (0.268) 24 (0.249) 292
+ 0 + pronoun
’d rather

722 (0.721) 91 (0.945) 813
+ 0 + pronoun

1,027 (1.026) 116 (1.204) 1,143

TABLE 1. The overall representations of would rather/'d rather o/that — raw figures (relative frequen-
cies in brackets)

Another comment that need be made relates to the time reference of the nominal
clauses. As mentioned earlier in this section, the whole architectonic setup of the dis-
tributional pattern is shaped by two time dimensions. The verb in the nominal clause
may refer to events or states located in the irreal past, or to potential future events.
This corpus analysis deals exclusively only with those complements in which the verb
locates events or states in the present or future. Therefore, the instances in which the
verb is marked with the past perfect are not taken into account as they are not real
variants of other complementation options.

In sum, based on the preceding discussion, the following section presents a syn-
chronic description of the data and tests the following hypotheses:

a) Asthe modal idiom would rather (d rather) shares the mandative component
of meaning with suasive verbs, and thus shows semantic affinity to them (see
Section 2), it may be assumed that would rather (d rather) will trigger the use of



ELA KREJCOVA 55

the present subjunctive in the verbal syntagms occurring in the finite comple-
ments (5.1.1).

b) It may be expected that the use of the present subjunctive will be more preva-
lent in American English than in British English (5.1.1).

c) If the verb in the clausal complement of would rather will be the form of be,
then it will be marked as the present subjunctive rather than the past indica-
tive (5.1.2).

d) If the verbal syntagms in clauses complementing would rather (d rather) are
marked as present subjunctives, then they will occur only in affirmative con-
texts in British English (5.1.3).

5.1.1 WOULD RATHER ('D RATHER) AS ATRIGGER

OF THE PRESENT SUBJUNCTIVE

The synchronic description of all paradigms is provided in Tables 2-5. As may be seen,
the repertoire of options is wider than suggested in Quirk et al. (1985, p. 1183). Except
for the past indicatives (28) and past subjunctives (29), the verb can be complemented
with the finite complement involving the verb in the present subjunctive, as in (30),
the verb in the form ambiguous between the present indicative and subjunctive mood
(31), and modal verb (32). Then, example (33) illustrates complements with the verb
were in other persons than the first and third singular. Following Kastronic & Poplack
(2014, p. 73), these usages are considered ambiguous between the past indicative and
the past subjunctive. In Tables 2-5 they are represented as ‘ambiguous were’.

Finally, the last group consists of verbal syntagms which do not fall into any other
previous categories. For example, it involves irregular verbs which have the same
form for the past tense and for the present tense, as in (34). The verb quit may rep-
resent here the present subjunctive, present indicative and the past indicative. In
Tables 2-5 these cases are labelled as ‘other’.

(28) I don’t mind you eating chicken, but I'd rather you ate your vegetables, please.
[BNC:KCH: S_conv]

(29) I'd rather she were alive and in Scotland than here and dead. [COCA:2014:TV:
Reign]

(30) I'd rather he stand in line and sell shoes. [COCA:2012:NEWS: AssocPress]

(31) I'd rather you risk your neck than me, but if it’s a question of time you're justified;
[BNC:KBS: W_fict_prose]

(32) But now he wants to write a comedy based on me, and I'd rather he wouldn’t.
[COCA:2005:FIC: SouthwestRev]
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(33) I'd rather they were involved in the over view with form tutor [BNC:F7F:

S_meeting]

(34) Only when it’s brought up. WALLACE: And youd rather I quit [COCA:1993:SPOK:

CBS_Sixty]
COCA
would ('d) raw figures relative frequencies | (%)
rather (0/that)
past indicatives 416 0.415 40.5
present subjunctives 254 0.253 24.7
ambiguous present indic./subj. 264 0.264 25.7
modal 22 0.022 2.1
present indicatives 8 0.008 0.8
past subjunctives 15 0.015 1.5
;’;ﬂ’e‘guws 31 0.031 3
other 17 0.017 1.7
TOTAL 1,027 1.025 100

TABLE 2. COCA: complementation patterns of would rather/’d rather + o/that

BNC

would ('d) raw figures relative frequencies | (%)
rather (0/that)

past indicatives 94 0.98 81
present subjunctives 4 0.04 3.5
ambiguous present indic./subj. 8 0.08 7
modals 1 0.01 0.8
present indicatives 1 0.01 0.8
past subjunctives 4 0.04 3.5
;’:rbe‘g““s 3 0.03 2.6
other 1 0.01 0.8
TOTAL 116 1.20 100

TABLE 3. BNC: complementation patterns of would rather/’d rather + o/that

Tables 2-3 demonstrate that the most popular choice in both varieties of English is
the past indicatives (40.5% in AmE and 81% in BrE), followed by the ambiguous form
(25.7% in AmE and 7% in BrE). In British English other options are rather marginal,
including the present subjunctive. Its use (3.5%) is significantly lagging behind Amer-
ican English where this variant represents 24.7%. However, given the low percent rate
of the present indicatives in both varieties (0.8%), it may be assumed that ambiguous
forms are actually present subjunctives, which would increase the share of this ‘re-
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vived’ complement in British English (10.5%), and make it the most preferred choice
among Americans (50.4% of all uses).

Even if both forms are treated as one category, the data clearly indicate a diver-
gence in the use of the present subjunctives between both varieties of English. The
complementation profile of would/d rather thus follows a predictable pattern that is
neatly consistent with the results related to other triggers of the present subjunctive
in mandative contexts (see Section 3). One should nevertheless take into considera-
tion the fact that the BNC corpus does not reflect the usage of the early 21st century
and, consequently, cannot indicate the trajectory of the latest use of the present sub-
junctives in British English.

To bridge this gap in the sample, the spoken BNC2014 was used to partially compen-
sate for the lack of data. Table 4 below summarises the data excerpted from the spoken
section of the BNC corpus, reflecting the uses within the period from 1960 to 1993. Table
5 then shows results covering usages from the BNC2014 (Spoken) between 2012-2016.

BNC SPOK

would ('d) raw figures relative frequencies: (%)
rather (that)

past indicatives 20 2.007 64.6
present subjunctives 3 0.301 9.7
ambiguous present indic./subj. 5 0.502 16.1
modals 1 0.100 3.2
present indicatives 1 0.100 3.2
past subjunctives 0 0 0
:}Tﬁ‘g‘wus 1 0.100 3.2
other 0 0 0
TOTAL 31 3.111 100

TABLE 4. BNC (Spoken): complementation patterns of would rather/’d rather + o/that (1960-1993)

BNC2014 SPOK

would ('d) raw figures relative frequencies (%)
rather (that)

past indicatives 27 2.348 58.6
present subjunctives 4 0.348 8.6
ambiguous present indic./subj. 10 0.869 21.7
modals 2 0.174 4.7
present indicatives 2 0.174 4.3
past subjunctives 0 0 0
ambiguous 1 0.087 2.1
were

other 0 0 0
TOTAL 46 4.0 100

TABLE 5. BNC 2014 (Spoken): complementation patterns of would rather/’d rather + o/that (2012-2016)
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Unfortunately, the overall data presented in Tables 4-5 reflect rather low representa-
tions of individual counts in both corpora to suggest any diachronic change. Some in-
teresting results may nevertheless be yielded. The data demonstrate increasing fre-
quencies of ambiguous subjunctives in the spoken corpora (7% in the whole BNC,
16.1% in the BNC-SPOK and 21.7% in the BNC2014). The share of present subjunctives
is also higher in the spoken corpora than in the whole BNC (3.5% in all sections of the
BNC, 9.7% in the BNC-SPOK and 8.6% in the BNC2014). The figures therefore show
that present subjunctives have found their habitat outside formal settings, as illus-
trated in (35).

(35) ... but you don’t want to go to aunty Mary’s do ya?, you'd rather her come. I'd rather
she come here. [BNC:KSS:S_conv]

In sum, the complementation pattern of would/d rather (that) exhibits certain dis-
crepancies between British English and American English. While the present sub-
junctive is rather underrepresented in British English, the data convincingly confirm
the increasing trend for Americans to use this mood whenever certain conditions
are met. Once the semantics of the trigger involves mandative component (for would
rather see Section 2), then the subjunctive mood proves to be an extremely viable op-
tion attempting to oust other variants. While the past indicatives assume a strong
position in both varieties, modals and past subjunctives found themselves at the pe-
riphery of the language use. This conclusion is particularly interesting in the light of
the diachronic perspective that will be discussed in Section 5.2.

5.1.2 BE-CONTEXTS

The question that arises is whether the occurrences of the present subjunctive fit
into the more global pattern (mainly of the British) use of this mood and whether
they are associated with the verb be, as pointed out elsewhere (Johansson & Norheim,
1988, p. 30). The path that the present subjunctive is expected to take in British Eng-
lish leads from the verb be and subsequently spreads to other verbs. Based on VI1¢k-
ové (2013, p. 189), between the 1960s-1990s, the majority of present subjunctives was
represented by the verb be, however, the recent usages (from the beginning of the 21°
century) are not associated with the verb be. Similarly, the results of recent studies
tone down the strict interaction between the use of the present subjunctive, the verb
be and the passive voice (see Deshors & Gries, 2020, p. 231).

To find out whether there is any statistical relevance between the occurrences
of the present subjunctive and the verb be in the corpus data, chi-square tests were
applied for each variety of English. There was one obstacle that needed to be faced,
namely the fuzzy status of the forms ambiguous between the present subjunctive
and the present indicative (occurring with other verbs than be in the second person
singular and plural forms). To make sure that these ‘unclear’ forms will not bias the
results of the statistical analysis, I worked with two sets of data. One of them treats
present subjunctives and ambiguous forms together, the other set separately, consid-
ering the ambiguous forms an independent category. Specific figures are provided in
Tables 6-7 for British English, and in Tables 8-9 for American English.
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type of verb ?resenF subjunctives other complements p-value
+ ambiguous forms)
be 2 20
other verbs 10 84
12 104 p =.830
TABLE 6. BNC: occurrences of present subjunctives with be and other verbs (ambiguous forms in-
cluded)
type of verb presen.t subjunctives other complements p-value
(- ambiguous forms)
be 2 20
other verbs 2 92
4 112 p=.107
TABLE 7. BNC: occurrences of present subjunctives with be and other verbs (ambiguous forms ex-
cluded)
type of verb ](presenF subjunctives other complements p-value
+ ambiguous forms)
be 109 93
other verbs 409 416
518 509 p=.264
TABLE 8. COCA: occurrences of present subjunctives with be and other verbs (ambiguous forms in-
cluded)
type of verb I()resenF subjunctives other complements p-value
- ambiguous forms)
be 109 93
other verbs 145 680
254 773 p<.001

TABLE 9. COCA: occurrences of present subjunctives with be and other verbs (ambiguous forms ex-
cluded)

The data show that the relation between the use of subjunctives and the verb be
proved to be statistically relevant only in American English if ambiguous forms are
considered a separate category, as Table 9 demonstrates. However, the association
between the present subjunctives — both with and without ambiguous forms — and
the verb be is not statistically significant in the British usage between 1985-1993, as
illustrated in Tables 6-7.

Since verb type does not appear to affect the choice of complements (at least in
British English), the following subsection examines whether the presence of a nega-
tive marker influences speakers’ preferences for particular complementation types
and whether any differences can be observed between American and British English.
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51.3 NEGATIVE CONTEXTS

The overall number of negative complements with verbal syntagms (with pronomi-
nal subjects) referring to the present or future was 291 in American English and 37in
British English. Table 10 illustrates the individual complement types in the negative
contexts in the corpora and suggests the dominance of past indicatives in both vari-
eties of English. Present subjunctives, on the other hand, are used only in American
English where they represent the second preferred option. In British English, only
one example of the negative subjunctive was found (in the passive voice), as shown

in (36).

(36) Isaid to her well I d rather you not be insured with us! [BNC:KCT: S_conv]

.paﬁt pre§. modals .pre.s. amblgu?us pas-t TOTAL
indic. subj. indic. weren’t subj.
195 74 5 4 10 3
coca (67.01%) © (25.43%) @ (1.7%) (1.4%) (3.43%) (1.03%) 291
32 1 0 0 2 2
BNC  (ge5%)  (27%) @ (0%) (0%) (5.4%)  (5.4%) 37

TABLE 10. COCA/BNC: representation of complements in negative contexts

Therefore, it may be concluded that the infiltration of the present subjunctives into
the negative contexts is still rare in British English.

5.2 COMPLEMENTATION PATTERNS OF WOULD RATHER
AT EARLIER STAGES OF AMERICAN ENGLISH AND BRITISH ENGLISH
Diachronic studies related to the present subjunctive triggered by suasive verbs have
shown that its use had been in decline since the second half of the 14* century when
there was a shift from the subjunctive mood marking to modal auxiliaries (Moess-
ner, 2010, p. 152). In the Early Modern English period, the present subjunctives and
modals already lost ground to indicatives. According to Fillbrandt’s sample of 519 ex-
amples extracted from the Helsinki Corpus of English Texts, indicatives were used in
52% cases and gained a foothold in the 16™ and 17® centuries (Fillbrandt, 2006, p. 144).
The decline of the present subjunctives then continued until the beginning of the
20™ century when this complementation option (re)-emerged (see Kjellmer, 2009,
p- 247) and its frequency has been increasing since the second half of the 20 century.
Studies demonstrating the use of the present subjunctive in the 20™ century
convincingly prove its rapid rise. For example, Overgaard states that her 1900 cor-
pora involve the present subjunctive in circa one third (35%) of mandative clauses
in American English (Overgaard, 1995, p. 21), while the 1990 corpus proves the sub-
junctive to be the most frequent variant (Overgaard, 1995, p. 30). Similarly to the
uses in mandative contexts, studies concerning the occurrences of subjunctives in
conditional clauses also show that the use of this variant has substantially risen at
the expense of modals since the second half of the 20® century (see on condition in
Schliiter, 2009, p. 287).
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Diachronic perspective also suggests that there were regional differences in
preferences of individual complementation types prior to the resurrection of the
present subjunctive in the 20% century. Based on Schliiter’s data, modals showed
a steady decline for several centuries in British English, while in American English
they remained at a similar level (Schliiter, 2009, p. 285). According to Schliiter (2009,
p- 291), this preservation of modal periphrasis in American English may have led to
the smooth transition of one form of irrealis marking (by modals) to another one (by
the non-inflected subjunctive) and thus prepared the background for the sharp rise
in the use of the present subjunctive.

One may speculate which factors led to the (re)emergence of the present sub-
junctive in the 20™ century. It is possible that the decline in the use of modals may
have promoted the share of present subjunctives but it does not explain why the
present subjunctives have become so prevalent in one variety and not in the other.
For example, Kjellmer (2009, p. 251) pinpoints the systematic changes within
American English and associates its (re)emergence in American English with the
decline of modal verbs, specifically with the verb should. This decrease in the use
of should created a gap that was filled by the morphological subjunctive. An alter-
native (or rather correlative) perspective attributes the rising use of the present
subjunctives to extralinguistic factors, such as the language contact, particularly
the influence of Romance language on American English (Overgaard, 1995, p. 45;
Leech et al., 2009, p. 67).

The following section tracks the earliest occurrences of the present subjunctive
in the corpora and provides a comprehensive picture of the distribution of comple-
ments of would ('d) rather (that) within four periods of the 19" and 20™ centuries. This
brief excursion to the diachronic development of preferences for individual comple-
ments demonstrates whether or not the trigger would ('d) rather (that) had already
shown discrepancy in the patterns of the complementation types in American and
British English prior to the (re)-emergence of the present subjunctive.

5.2.1 COMPLEMENTATION PATTERNS OF WOULD (‘D) RATHER

AS REPRESENTED IN THE COHA AND THE HANSARD

Similarly to the usages from the synchronic corpora (see Section 5.1.1), the four
combinations occurring with person pronoun subjects (would rather+o, ‘d rather+o,
would rather+that, d rather+that) were represented disproportionally in both his-
torical corpora — the COHA and the Hansard.” Therefore, to enhance the interpret-
ability of the data, the results presented in Tables 11-12 illustrate total counts of all
four sequences within four periods of the 19" and 20™ (in case of the COHA also
early 21%) centuries.

7 For example, the sequences with the contracted would ('d rather that/’d rather that) appear
in the Hansard only in 3 cases. Similarly, the COHA shows an uneven distribution of the
contracted and uncontracted sequences, the combination d rather that being the most un-
derrepresented out of all (3 examples).
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COHA
would ('d) rather | 1810-1850 | 1851-1900 1901-1950 1951 total
(0/that)
past indicatives 9(17.6%) | 46(27.7%) 102 (53.13%) 138 (54.76%) ( 42965%)
240
0, 0, 0, ()
modals 35 (68.6%) 109 (65.7%) | 78 (40.62%) @ 18 (7.14%) (36.3%)
present o o o o 34
subjunctives 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 34 (13.5%) (5.1%)
ambiguous indic./ 0 o o 0 31
subjunctives 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 31 (12.3%) (4.7%)
past subjunctives 2 (3.9%) 6 (3.6%) 6 (3.13%) 10 (4%) (32:;/)
. ()
ambiguous were 3 (6%) 4 (2.4%) 4 (2.08%) 8 (3.2%) (21;% )
present o o o o 3
indicatives 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (1.2%) (0.5%)
other 2 (3.9%) 1 (0.6%) 2 (1.04 %) 10 (3.9%) (21:’% )
TOTAL 51 166 192 252 661
TABLE 11. COHA: overall representation of verbal syntagms in nominal clauses
HANSARD
would ('d) rather | 1800-1850 @ 1851-1900 @ 1901-1950 : 1951-2005 total
(that)
past indicatives 8 (17%) 27 (35.5%) | 146 (64.9%) @ 350 (76.2%) ( 655,381‘V)
. ()
108
modals 32 (68%) 31 (40.8%) | 30 (13.3%) 15 (3.3%) (13.4%)
present o o o o 11
subjunctives 0 (0%) 1(1.3%) 2 (0.9%) 8 (1.7%) (1.4%)
ambiguous indic./ o o o o 9
subjunctives 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 4 (1.8%) 5(1.1%) (1.1%)
past subjunctives = 5 (10.6%) 6 (8%) 20 (8.9%) 37 (8.1%) (86;,/)
. (J
ambiguous were 2 (4.4%) 10 (13.1%) 18 (8%) 37 (8.1%) (86;/)
. (J
present o o o o 0
indicatives 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) (0%)
other 0 (0%) 1(1.3%) 5(2.2%) 7 (1.5%) (112%)
TOTAL 47 76 225 459 807

TABLE 12. HANSARD: overall representation of verbal syntagms in nominal clauses
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The corpus findings reflect rather a complex distributional layout of complementa-
tion patterns in both varieties of English, and the data yield several interesting con-
clusions. They show the increasing trend of the past indicatives and the decreasing
use of modals in both varieties of English within the four time periods. The data also
suggest that indicatives have never gained such a strong foothold in American Eng-
lish as they have in British English. For example, in the American English of the sec-
ond half of the 19% century, modals were used more than twice as much as past indic-
atives (65.7% modals versus 27.7% indicatives in AmE) while in British English within
the same time period, both options reached close levels of preferences (40.8% modals
vs 35.5% indicatives).

The second half of the 20% century witnesses a rapid decrease in the use of modals
in both varieties of English and a continuing increasing trend of the past indicatives
in British English (76.2% of all complementation types). On the other hand, in Amer-
ican English past indicatives remained at the same level and they did not assume such
a hegemonic position as in British English (54.76% in AmE vs 76.2% in BrE). Their
weaker position, alongside with the relatively stable level of modal verbs up to the
half of the 20" century, may have created a suitable background for the revived use
of such highly viable verbal syntagms as the present subjunctives.

The emergence of this complementation option on the scene in the 20 century
goes in line with the patterns formed by triggers other than would rather. The earliest
occurrence of the present subjunctive is in the verbal phrase involving the verb be
and the passive voice.® The example is from 1899, appearing in the Hansard (37). Nev-
ertheless, all remaining uses are from the 20" century showing a divergence between
the two varieties of English. In British English, the present subjunctive persisted at
low levels even in the second half of the century, whereas in American English it
became a fully-fledged variant.

(37) Idonot dispute the amount in the vote, but would rather it be increased [Hansard:
C-1899]

Also, a certain asymmetry arises between the synchronic (the BNC, the COCA) and di-
achronic corpora (the Hansard, the COHA) in the area of the past subjunctives. In the
COHA, the total counts® of this mood are more than twice as high as in the COCA, where

8 The results of the analysis show that the association of the verb be and the present sub-
junctive is statistically relevant only if ambiguous forms represent a separate category
(p-value < .001 in both corpora). Nevertheless, considering the low percentage counts of
the present indicatives in both corpora (0.5% in the COHA and 0% in the Hansard, see
Tables 11-12), it stands to reason that ambiguous forms are de facto present subjunctives.
Within this perspective, the interaction of the verb be and the present subjunctive did not
prove statistically relevant.

9 Notonly is the percentage higher, but also the number of instances per million words. The
relative frequencies of the past subjunctive forms within the individual time subcopora of
the COHA are: 0.05 (1810-1850), 0.64 (1851-1900), 0.047 (1901-1950), 0.045 (1951-) ver-
sus 0.015 (the COCA).
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the past subjunctive has found itself at the periphery of the language use (see 5.1.1 Ta-
bles 2-3). The highest percentage of past subjunctive forms relative to other verbal syn-
tagms is found in the Hansard (8.4% of all complementation types, see Table 12), which
may be expected given the formal character of the texts included in this corpus.

It seems that the use of the subjunctive mood has taken two directions. The data
from the COCA indicate that in American English the present form of this mood has
lost its formal connotations, as it has become the most preferable choice in Ameri-
can English (if ambiguous forms are included). The data from the synchronic spoken
corpora further imply a potential increase of its use in British English (if ambiguous
forms are included), not linked entirely to formal contexts. The past subjunctives, on
the other hand, have found themselves at the periphery, except in formal environ-
ments of language use.

6 CONCLUSIONS

This article outlines the major usage tendencies in the distribution of complements
of the verb would ('d) rather. More globally, it questions whether mandative sentences
can “be investigated as a unified grammatical phenomenon” (Hoffman, 1997, as cited
in Deshors & Gries, 2020, p. 16) despite the differences between individual suasive
verbs. The expression would rather is an ideal candidate for testing the predictability
of patterns in speakers’ preferences, as its complementation profile has not received
considerable attention.

A detailed description of the distribution of complements of would ('d) rather shows
that in American English the present subjunctive is a productive grammatical phe-
nomenon used when the semantics of its trigger involves a mandative component. In
American English, present subjunctives represent the most preferable option (if forms
ambiguous between the present subjunctive and the present indicative are included),
whereas in British English this mood marking is still rather limited. Recent data repre-
sented by the spoken BNC2014, however, imply a potential increase in its use (if ambig-
uous subjunctives are considered) outside the domain of formal language.

There is also a diverging tendency between American and British English in the
use of negative subjunctives. While these verbal syntagms have infiltrated negative
contexts in American English, they remain rare in British English. The presence of
anegative marker therefore determines speakers’ preferences for a particular verbal
syntagm. The other tested variable, the type of the verb, shows no relevance to the
choice of complements, at least in British English.

The diachronic perspective fits well into this complex picture of the use of the
present subjunctive. A brief excursion into the historical development of usage in
the 19" and early 21% centuries suggests that present subjunctives were not part of
the complementation profile of would rather up to the mid-20® century. By contrast,
modals have exhibited decreasing frequencies since the beginning of the 20® cen-
tury, while past indicatives have shown a substantial rise in use.

In conclusion, this paper maps an underexplored area of the complementation of
would rather and provides converging evidence for treating the revival of the pres-
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ent subjunctive as a grammatical phenomenon governed by predictable patterns
attested with other triggers. Irrespective of the source of the language change that
has brought the present subjunctive back into use, current data point to a systematic
development centred on American English, subsequently spreading to other varie-
ties. The future development of the subjunctive mood thus raises a number of further
questions for research. For example, more attention could be paid to the usage of L2
speakers in order to determine the extent to which ongoing changes are reflected in
the language of more or less advanced learners of English.
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