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Grammaticalization, subjectification and the layering of meanings
How to deal with the semantics of the present-day English progressive

Svenja Kranich (Universitat Hamburg)

The semantics of the present-day English progressie. the forml am working, has pre-
sented a puzzle to many a researcher, and theepiszgtill not satisfyingly solved. The de-
scription by Quirk et al. (1985) is exemplary: thetgite that the progressive can express dura-
tion, limited duration and incompletion (cf. alsedch 1987), but then they also discuss par-
ticular meanings of the construction under the heptther uses’ which cannot be related to
these concepts (cf. Quirk et al. 1985: 210). SiryijaHuddleston and Pullum (2002), who
state that the progressive “has as its basic usesxpression of progressive aspectuality”
(Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 162), operate with ¢bosg implicatures, and still do not man-
age to account in this way for all meanings thegpessive has in actual discourse.

The term ‘progressive aspect’, as it is most comisnased, refers to a subtype of im-
perfective marker: a situation is viewed as dynaittygrogressing at reference time (cf. By-
bee/Dahl 1989: 55). Such a definition captureshieaning of the form in a considerable pro-
portion of uses in present-day English, but isaely not adequate for all of them. Particu-
larly uses where the construction conveys spedkituice (e.g.You are being extremely self-
ish.) or pragmatic nuances such as tentativeness/pedise(e.gl was hoping that by now you
were a settled family man), as well as uses with particular types of vedg.(verbs of saying
as inMummie was saying such sweet things about you in the cab.) are difficult to relate to the
meaning ‘progressive aspect’. And they are neitbadily explicable with reference to dura-
tion (limited or unlimited) or incompletion, the @@ngs focused on by Quirk et al. (1985).

The present paper aims at shedding light on theastcs of the present-day English
progressive by taking the long diachronic view I development of the construction since
Old English. We shall see that the progressiveumaergone several related processes: a pri-
mary grammaticalization process in (pre-) Old Estglimes which led to its emergence as a
construction and was accompanied by subjectifioatiod, much later (roughly speaking be-
tween 1700 and 1900) a secondary grammaticalizgtiocess which led to its emergence as
an aspectual marker. The paper is based on quadiatd, for the Modern period, also quan-
titative analyses of data from various corpdDE, The Corpus of ME Verse and Prose,
MED online and ARCHER-2; the examples above are all from the"2gentury part of
ARCHER-2).

On this basis, it will be shown that the differemtanings the progressive has in present-
day English are explicable as the result of laypph meanings: older, less grammaticalized
uses of the form co-exist today with more recerdrengrammaticalized functions, and mod-
ern speaker-based uses partly go back to the sifilbgtoon that accompanied the primary
grammaticalization in Old English times, and padhly emerged in the Modern period from
the grammaticalized aspectual function. A complietupe unfolds which can hope to capture
the whole range of meanings the progressive hasesent-day English and date their emer-
gence.
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