
Modal Verbs 

MUST (personal obligation) 

Form:  
Affirmative: subject + must + base verb  
Negative: subject + mustn’t+ base verb 
Interrogative: must + subject + base verb 
 

Uses:  
• We often use ‘must’ to say that something is essential or necessary. 

For example: It’s 4 o’clock. I must go home now. 
• In general, ‘must’ expresses personal obligation. It expresses what the 

speaker thinks is necessary to do. ‘Must’ is subjective. In fact, it is not a 
real obligation because it is not impossed from outside. 
For example: I must go on a diet. 
                     You must visit us more often. 

• We can use ‘must’ to talk about the present or the future. We cannot use 
it to talk about the past. We use ‘have to’ to talk about the past. 

 

HAVE TO (external obligation) 

Form:  
Affirmative: subject + have to / has to+ base verb 
Negative: subject + auxiliary verb + have to + base verb 
Interrogative: Auxiliary verb+ subject + have to + base verb 
 

Uses: 
• We often use ‘have to’ to say that something is obligatory.  

For example: You have to wear your seatbelt. 
• Although it is grouped with modal auxiliary verbs for convenience, ‘have 

to’ is not a modal verb. That is why we need to use an auxiliary verb 
with it. 

• In general, ‘have to’ expresses impersonal obligation. The subject is 
obliged to act by a separate, external power (the Law or school rules). 
‘Have to’ is objective. 
For example: In England, most children have to wear a uniform. 

 



MUSTN’T (Prohibition) 

Form:  
Negative: subject + mustn’t+ base verb 
 

Uses:  
• In the negative form, this modal verb changes its meaning. ‘Mustn’t’ 

means that something is not allowed; it is forbidden and you definitely 
shouldn’t do it. 
For example: You mustn’t smoke in this bar. (=It is not allowed). 

 

DON’T HAVE TO/DOESN’T HAVE TO (Lack of 
obligation) 

Form:  
Negative: subject + auxiliary verb + have to + base verb 
 

Uses:  
• In the negative form, this modal verb changes its meaning. ‘Don’t have 

to /doesn’t have to’ mean that something is not necessary, but you can 
do it if you want. It’s up to you. 
For example: You don’t have to do this exercise. (=It is ok if you do it, 
but it is also ok if you don’t do it). 
 


