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Grammaticalization from head noun over complex preposition into progressive marker 

in the verb phrase 
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This paper deals with the progressive aspect marker use of English complex prepositions in 
the middle of, in the midst of and in the process of. Recent synchronic studies (e.g. Koops 
2004:134) observed that these grammaticalized phrases come to indicate that a certain action 
is going on at the moment of speaking, as illustrated by (…) one morning we were in the mid-
dle of eating our breakfast when armed KGB men burst open the door (CB). 
 On the basis of data from the Oxford English Dictionary, the Helsinki Corpus, the Cor-
pus of Late Modern English Texts and the Cobuild Corpus, I will reconstruct the diachronic 
development from full lexical nouns middle, midst and process to complex prepositions in the 
middle/midst/process of implemented into the verb phrase. The complex source items seman-
tically bleach and become reanalysed as single units premodifying a gerund. The quantitative 
and qualitative comparison of the target constructions and their grammaticalization degree 
will be used to investigate the role of features typically associated with the concept of gram-
maticalization. 
 Firstly, I will study how the complex preposition-status of these expressions, which pre-
cedes their progressive aspect use, was affected by the structural environment of the source 
items. The entrenchment of the chunks and the high degree of syntagmatic bondedness (Leh-
mann 1985:308) results in the inability of the incorporated noun to take categorizing modifi-
ers (* in the yellow middle of doing this). However, this characteristic of coalescence is chal-
lenged by the occurrence of emphasizers in progressive markers, such as in the very midst of 
doing that. Particular attention will also be paid to the principle of decategoralization. Al-
though grammaticalization of complex prepositions is expected to lead to determiner omis-
sion (see Schwenter & Traugott 1995 on instead (of) from in stede ‘in the place’, and Hoff-
mann 2004:181), the progressive marker use predominantly occurs with definite determiner 
(in the middle, midst or process of). I will argue that these processes of coalescence and de-
categoralization may be blocked by the frequent occurrence of the original chunk or the per-
sisting syntactic autonomy of the source noun (Lehmann 1985:306). 
 Secondly, I will inquire into the impact of the source semantics on the distinct progres-
sive meanings expressed by these grammaticalized complex prepositions. An extensive analy-
sis of the specific sets of complementing verbs will reveal that be in the middle of comes to 
express mental involvement of the subject (as argued by Koops 2004:68-75), whereas in the 
midst of conveys that the ongoing event is a burden on the actors involved (e.g. depression, 
suffering, ...). This increase in pragmatic-subjective meaning is less pronounced in the seman-
tics of in the process of, which is currently mainly used with organic processes of change (e.g. 
growing, healing, …) and internally complex actions, often initiated by external factors. See-
ing that in the process of, although originating in the semantically vague noun process, is less 
grammaticalized than in the middle/midst of, this allows us to investigate the assumption that 
semantically more general source items grammaticalize more quickly (Hopper & Traugott 
1993:97). In this paper, I will examine the extent to which the distribution constraints estab-
lished by the metaphorically extended target meaning may interfere with the semantic gener-
ality or grammaticalization potential of the source item. 
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