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In the realm of English grammar and style, the rule against splitting infinitives has long been a topic
of debate among writers, editors, and linguists. The phrase "to boldly go" from the famous Star Trek
opening is often cited as an example of splitting an infinitive—"to go" being split by the adverb
"boldly." Traditionally, many style guides and grammar authorities have advised writers to avoid
splitting infinitives whenever possible to maintain grammatical correctness and clarity. However, in
modern writing, especially when clarity is preserved, splitting an infinitive can sometimes be
acceptable or even preferable. This article explores the nuances of this rule, highlighting three key
options for writers when deciding whether to split an infinitive, especially when the sentence
remains clear and effective.

Understanding the Infinitive and Its Traditional
Restrictions

What Is an Infinitive?

An infinitive is the base form of a verb, usually preceded by the word "to." Examples include:
- to eat

- to run

- to write

- to understand

Infinitives serve various grammatical functions such as nouns, adjectives, or adverbs within
sentences.

The Historical Context of Avoiding Splitting Infinitives

Historically, the rule against splitting infinitives stems from Latin grammar, where the infinitive is a
single word (e.g., "amare" - "to love"). When Latin was used as the grammatical model for early
English grammarians, they believed that splitting the Latin infinitive was incorrect. This led to a
prescriptive rule in English that recommended keeping the "to" and the verb together.



Why Writers Might Consider Splitting Infinitives

Despite traditional restrictions, many modern writers and style guides recognize that splitting an
infinitive can enhance clarity, emphasis, or rhythm in a sentence. The primary reasons include:

- Preserving Meaning and Clarity: Sometimes, rearranging the sentence to avoid splitting creates
awkwardness or ambiguity.

- Maintaining Natural Flow: In some cases, splitting the infinitive allows the sentence to sound more
natural or idiomatic.

- Emphasizing a Word or Phrase: Placing an adverb or modifier between "to" and the verb can
highlight that particular element.

Three Options for Writers When Dealing with
Infinitives

When considering whether to split an infinitive, especially when the sentence remains clear, writers
have three main options:

1. Follow the Traditional Rule and Keep the Infinitive Unsplitted
2. Split the Infinitive for Clarity or Emphasis
3. Rephrase the Sentence to Avoid the Infinitive Split Without Sacrificing Clarity

Let's explore each option in detail.

Option 1: Follow the Traditional Rule and Keep the
Infinitive Unsplitted

When to Use This Option

- When the sentence remains clear and natural without splitting.

- When adhering to formal or conservative style guides (e.g., The Chicago Manual of Style, AP
Stylebook).

- When the split infinitive results in awkward or overly complicated phrasing.

Examples

- Clear and Unambiguous:

She decided to immediately leave the meeting.
(Keeping "to leave" intact is clear and straightforward.)

- Avoiding Splitting for Formal Contexts:
He wanted to completely understand the problem.



(The phrase remains clear without splitting "to understand.")

Advantages

- Maintains traditional grammatical correctness.

- Ensures formal and professional tone.

- Prevents potential distraction for readers who prefer strict grammatical adherence.

Disadvantages
- Sometimes, avoiding splitting can lead to less natural or more cumbersome sentences.
- May limit stylistic flexibility in creative or conversational writing.

Option 2: Split the Infinitive for Clarity or Emphasis

When to Use This Option

- When splitting the infinitive makes the sentence clearer, more natural, or more emphatic.
- When the split improves the flow or rhythm of the sentence.

- When the split infinitive highlights a particular word or idea.

Examples

- Enhanced Clarity:

She decided to quickly finish her homework.

(Splitting "to finish" with "quickly" makes the adverb placement more natural and emphasizes
speed.)

- Emphasis on a Word:
He wanted to boldly go where no one had gone before.
(Splitting "to go" emphasizes the boldness of the action.)

Advantages

- Improves readability and flow.

- Allows for emphasis and nuance.

- Reflects natural speech patterns, especially in informal contexts.

Disadvantages
- May offend traditionalists or strict style guides.
- Can sometimes be perceived as grammatically incorrect in formal writing.

Option 3: Rephrase the Sentence to Avoid the Infinitive
Split Without Sacrificing Clarity

When to Use This Option
- When the sentence can be restructured to avoid splitting without losing meaning.



- When adhering to strict grammatical rules or style guides.
- When clarity is best served by rearrangement.

Examples
- Original:
He decided to immediately leave the meeting.

- Rephrased:

He decided to leave the meeting immediately.
or

He decided to leave the meeting without delay.

- Original:
She wanted to boldly explore the new world.

- Rephrased:
She wanted to explore the new world boldly.

Advantages

- Maintains formal correctness.

- Preserves clarity and natural flow.

- Avoids the controversy associated with splitting infinitives.

Disadvantages
- May require more words or a less direct phrasing.
- Sometimes leads to awkward or less concise sentences.

Balancing Tradition and Modern Usage

While the traditional rule against splitting infinitives is still taught and respected, modern English
usage has become more flexible. Many contemporary style guides acknowledge that clarity,
emphasis, and natural rhythm often take precedence over strict adherence to classical rules.

Key points to consider:

- Use your judgment based on context, audience, and purpose.

- When in doubt, prioritize clarity and natural flow.

- Consider the expectations of your readers or the standards of your publication.

Practical Tips for Writers

- Evaluate Sentence Clarity: Always ask whether splitting the infinitive improves or hinders

understanding.



- Prioritize Readability: Favor constructions that make sentences easier to read and understand.

- Maintain Consistency: Be consistent throughout your writing style; if you choose to split infinitives,
do so thoughtfully and uniformly.

- Know Your Audience: Formal academic or legal writing may require avoiding split infinitives, while
creative or conversational writing may allow more flexibility.

- Use Style Guides: Refer to reputable style guides to align with desired standards.

Conclusion

Deciding whether to split an infinitive hinges on balancing traditional grammatical rules with
practical considerations of clarity and style. Writers should consider three main options: adhering
strictly to the rule and avoiding splits, splitting the infinitive when it enhances clarity or emphasis,
or rephrasing sentences to avoid splitting without losing meaning. Ultimately, the goal is to
communicate effectively, and modern English usage increasingly supports flexibility when it benefits
the reader. By understanding these options and their contexts, writers can craft sentences that are
both grammatically sound and stylistically effective.

Keywords: infinitive, split infinitive, grammar rules, style guides, clarity in writing, English
grammar, writing tips, style flexibility

Frequently Asked Questions

Why should writers avoid splitting an infinitive when the
sentence is already clear?

Because it maintains clarity and smoothness in the sentence without unnecessary disruption,
especially when the meaning is already clear.

Is it grammatically correct to split an infinitive in modern
English?

While traditionally discouraged, splitting an infinitive is often acceptable in contemporary writing if
it improves clarity or emphasis.

What are the potential drawbacks of splitting an infinitive
unnecessarily?

It can make sentences appear awkward or overly formal, and may distract the reader or disrupt the
natural flow of the sentence.



When should writers avoid splitting an infinitive?

Writers should avoid splitting an infinitive when the sentence is already clear and splitting would not
add any clarity or emphasis.

Can splitting an infinitive sometimes improve the readability
of a sentence?

Yes, in some cases splitting an infinitive can make a sentence clearer or more natural, especially
when it emphasizes the adverb or phrase.

What is an example of a sentence where splitting an infinitive
is acceptable?

Example: She decided to quickly finish her work before leaving, where splitting 'to quickly finish'
emphasizes the speed.

How does splitting an infinitive affect the tone or style of
writing?

It can make the tone more informal or conversational, but should be used judiciously to maintain
professionalism and clarity.

Are there any style guides that recommend avoiding splitting
infinitives?

Some traditional style guides, like Strunk & White, recommend avoiding splitting infinitives, but
many modern guides accept it when appropriate.

What is the main rule regarding splitting infinitives in clear
sentences?

The main rule is to avoid splitting an infinitive when the sentence is already clear and splitting does
not add clarity or emphasis.

How can writers determine whether to split an infinitive or
not?

Writers should consider whether splitting improves clarity, emphasis, or flow; if not, it's better to
keep the infinitive intact.

Additional Resources
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In the realm of English grammar and style, the rule about splitting infinitives has been a long-
standing point of debate among writers, editors, and linguists alike. Traditionally, many have been
taught to avoid splitting infinitives—placing an adverb or other word between "to" and the verb—for
the sake of maintaining grammatical purity. However, contemporary usage and stylistic
considerations suggest that there are situations where writers should avoid splitting an infinitive
when the sentence is already clear. Recognizing these scenarios can help writers craft clearer, more
polished prose without unnecessary stylistic restrictions.

Understanding the Infinitive and the Rule
What Is an Infinitive?

An infinitive is the base form of a verb preceded by the word "to," such as to run, to write, or to
understand. It functions as a noun, adjective, or adverb within a sentence. For example:

- She loves to write poetry.

- He intends to start a new project.

- It’s important to stay focused.

The Traditional Rule Against Splitting Infinitives

Historically, the rule originated from Latin and Greek grammar traditions, where splitting infinitives
is impossible because the infinitive is a single word. When English grammar rules were codified in
the 18th and 19th centuries, grammarians sought to emulate Latin, leading to a prohibition against
placing words between "to" and the verb.

Example of a split infinitive:

- Incorrect (by traditional standards): She decided to quickly finish the report.

Preferred (by traditional rules):

- She decided to finish quickly the report.

Despite this, many modern writers accept split infinitives when they improve clarity or flow.

When to Avoid Splitting an Infinitive When the Sentence Is Already Clear

While split infinitives can sometimes enhance readability or style, there are specific circumstances
where writers should avoid splitting an infinitive when the sentence is already clear. Recognizing
these situations ensures clarity and maintains a polished tone.

1. When the Infinitive Is Short and Simple
Why avoid splitting?

Short, straightforward infinitives are easily understood, and splitting them can introduce
unnecessary complexity or awkwardness.



Example:

- Clear and simple: She decided to act immediately.
- Less clear or awkward: She decided to immediately act.

Guideline: Keep the infinitive intact when it’s short and the sentence remains clear without splitting.

2. When the Adverb or Modifier Is Unnecessary

Why avoid splitting?

If inserting an adverb or modifier between "to" and the verb does not add clarity or emphasis, it’s
better to keep the infinitive unsplit.

Example:

- Clear: He wants to carefully review the document.

- When the adverb is unnecessary: He wants to review carefully the document. (This is awkward and

less natural)

Guideline: Don’t split an infinitive just to place an adverb if the sentence remains clear and natural
without doing so.

3. When the Sentence Is Already Clear and Concise

Why avoid splitting?

If the sentence is straightforward, concise, and unambiguous, splitting the infinitive can be seen as
unnecessary or even distracting.

Example:

- Clear: I plan to visit Paris next summer.
- Less clear: [ plan to next summer visit Paris. (Clunky and less natural)

Guideline: If the sentence is already clear, avoid splitting the infinitive for stylistic reasons.

Practical Recommendations for Writers
To navigate the nuanced rule about splitting infinitives, consider these practical tips:
1. Prioritize Clarity and Readability

Always ask: Does splitting the infinitive improve clarity or flow?
If yes, it’s acceptable. If not, keep the infinitive intact.

2. Use Split Infinitives Sparingly



Resist the temptation to split every infinitive for stylistic flair. Excessive splitting can make writing
choppy or awkward.

3. Be Consistent with Style Guides
Different style guides have varying recommendations:

- The Chicago Manual of Style: Generally allows splitting infinitives if it improves clarity.
- The Associated Press Stylebook: Advises avoiding split infinitives unless necessary for clarity.

4. Read Sentences Aloud

Reading sentences aloud helps determine whether splitting the infinitive sounds natural or
awkward.

5. Know When to Break the "Rule"

In informal writing, creative prose, or when emphasizing a particular word or phrase, splitting
infinitives can be stylistically justified.

Examples of When Writers Should Avoid Splitting Infinitives

| Scenario | Example (Avoid Splitting) | Explanation |

I | | |

| Short, simple infinitive | She decided to leave early. | Keeping it intact maintains clarity. |

| When adverb is unnecessary | He wants to review the report. | No need to split for an adverb that’s
naturally placed after the verb. |

| When sentence is already clear | They plan to visit tomorrow. | No benefit in splitting; sentence
remains clear. |

When Splitting Infinitives Is Acceptable

While the focus here is on when to avoid splitting, it’s also helpful to recognize situations where
splitting enhances clarity or style:

- To avoid awkward phrasing: She decided to quickly finish the project. (better than She decided to
finish quickly the project.)

- To emphasize the adverb: He wants to carefully examine the evidence. (splitting can sometimes
bring emphasis)

Conclusion: Balancing Tradition and Modern Usage

The rule select 3 options. writers should avoid splitting an infinitive when the sentence is already
clear is rooted in traditional grammar but has evolved in modern usage. The key takeaway is that
clarity and natural flow should guide your decisions. When the sentence remains unambiguous and



smooth without splitting, it’s best to keep the infinitive intact. Conversely, don’t hesitate to split
infinitives when it improves readability, emphasizes a point, or prevents awkward phrasing.

By understanding these nuances, writers can develop a flexible, context-aware approach that
balances grammatical correctness with stylistic effectiveness. Remember, language is a tool for
communication—clarity and precision should always be the guiding principles.
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