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Abstract
Because they reflect such important pragmatic and cognitive aspects of discourse, 
grammatical person and humanness merit special consideration in the analysis of 
any linguistic structure containing nominals. Progressive verbs tend to take human 
and volitional subjects, a pattern one might predict extends to always progressives 
used as complaints, e.g., you’re always muttering. (Being agentive, humans can be 
held accountable for irritating actions.) This functional, corpus-based study explores 
the relationship between the functions of 1233 always progressives and features of 
their grammatical subjects. Tokens were coded by subject type (first person pro-
noun [1PP], addressee you  [Addr], generic you [Gen], third party [3P], or nonhu-
man  [NH]) and function (complaint, lament, positive evaluation, or emotionally 
neutral description). A configural frequency analysis indicated that the combinations 
3P-Complain, 3P-Positive, and Addr-Complain were more frequent than expected 
and the combinations 1PP-Complain, NH-Complain, Gen-Complain, 1PP-Positive, 
and 3P-Describe were less frequent. I propose sociological explanations for these 
findings, such as a reluctance to brag and the fact that gossip—the sharing of nega-
tive information about third parties—serves crucial social functions. In addition, I 
show that generic you is semantically and functionally similar to the 1PP, and that, 
given this, analyses should not conflate generic and addressee you.
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Introduction

Grammatical person, encoded explicitly in pronouns, reflects an important socio-
pragmatic aspect of the discourse context. Utterances about ourselves tend to 
serve different purposes than utterances about others. For example, we typically 
would not make out-loud requests of ourselves, as we already know our own 
wishes, and saying good things about oneself (bragging) is a very different act 
than saying good things about someone else (praising/complimenting). The same 
is true of utterances about humans as opposed to inanimate objects. The signifi-
cance of these basic categories of nominals (e.g., human versus nonhuman and 
self versus other) is recognized in Functional Linguistics, where much careful 
work has been done on humanness, grammatical person, animacy, and more. This 
includes work relating such features to syntax, primarily to word order. However, 
empirical studies that relate the functions of specific constructions to the types of 
nominals they contain are rare. The present work demonstrates the explanatory 
power of this underutilized variable by incorporating it into an empirical analysis 
of the nominals that serve as the grammatical subjects of always progressives.

The progressive is the focus of a large body of research in English linguistics 
aimed at determining how it evolved and establishing taxonomies of its uses and 
meanings, but there are few corpus analyses of its modern usage, and the way we 
use progressives containing the adverb always (e.g., you’re always muttering) has 
been misunderstood. Numerous descriptive grammars state that always progres-
sives tend to be complaints or otherwise negative, offering examples such as He’s 
always moaning about money (Carter & McCarthy, 2006: 47). Always progres-
sives certainly can sound like complaints, particularly if the subject is human and 
second or third person. However, Lindley (2020) analyzed 752 such progressives 
and found that only 16.9% were complaints. The majority (71.9%) served as neu-
tral descriptions, and the rest were laments or praise.

Based on a new and expanded data set, the present functionalist investigation 
of always progressives relates their functions to one of their key components: the 
grammatical subject. The relationship between the function and grammatical sub-
ject type of 1,233 always progressives was tested using a configural frequency 
analysis, which identified the subject-function combinations with the strongest 
negative or positive relationships. The paper is structured as follows: The next 
section discusses relevant literature. I then describe the method and results. In the 
discussion section, I offer explanations for the discovered usage patterns, and the 
paper ends with concluding remarks.

Background

The existing research relevant to this study is that which focuses on agentiv-
ity, person, humanness, and other tightly interrelated features of nominals. 
This body of work spans three major strands of functionalist (non-generative) 
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linguistics—Functional Linguistics, Cognitive Linguistics, and corpus linguis-
tics—and, in accordance with the interests of the researchers, treats those fea-
tures as pragmatic (discourse-situational), semantic, or cognitive. Also relevant 
are corpus studies that determine which items appear in constructions and corpus 
studies of the progressive. Few studies combine these research areas, though, by 
relating the functions of a construction to the nominals it contains. This section 
begins by reviewing the aforementioned literature and then discusses the progres-
sive and always progressives.

Person, Humanness, and Related Features

In Functional Linguistics, nominals have long been written about in terms of a clus-
ter of semantic features related to agentivity: humanness, animacy, and volitionality. 
For example, Hopper and Thompson’s (1980) transitivity hierarchy involves agen-
tivity (or agency) and volitionality. The former is a characteristic of nominals and 
the latter a characteristic of a verb/action, but the two are tightly connected. Hop-
per and Thompson equate volitionality with “acting purposefully” (252) and “vol-
untary participation” (256)—referring, notably, to both an action and the mindset 
of the doer of that action.1 The notions are separable in that agentive subjects can 
appear with non-volitional verbs (such as forget), but overlap in that “a volitional 
verb requires an agentive subject—one that is human, or at least animate” (286). 
This same logic is reflected in Comrie’s (1989) animacy hierarchy consisting of the 
ranking human > animal > inanimate2 and Corbett’s (2000: 56) very similar ani-
macy hierarchy. The idea is that humans are able to engage in actions purposefully 
while inanimate things such as rocks are not, and animals (animate but not human) 
fall in between: Their capacity to consciously choose to do things is typically viewed 
as a weaker version of humans’. Similar orderings are posited by Silverstein (1976) 
regarding ergativity and by Kuno and Kaburaki (1977) regarding empathy. In sum, 
much research in Functional Linguistics indicates that language use is affected by 
features of nominals such as humanness and animacy and/or by the cognitive capac-
ities (the ability to act with agency/commit volitional acts) tied to such features.

Nominals are also analyzed in Functional Linguistics in terms of a pragmatic fea-
ture called topicality (Givón, 1976). Nominals that serve as topics have the status of 
old/given information that the rest of the sentence tells us more about. For example, 
in the exchange “How’s Olga?”–“She’s doing well,” the pronoun she refers to a per-
son who has been established as a topic, and we learn the additional information that 

1 Elsewhere, they define the two concepts simultaneously, saying “These two factors concern the degree 
of planned involvement … in the activity of the verb” (286).
2 In Functional Linguistics, the “animate” category appears to include humans and animals. (Regard-
ing the other four kingdoms of living organisms, I assume that protista and monera simply are not being 
considered, that fungi are generally viewed as plants, and that plants do not make the cut due to  their 
movement being generally slow. I suspect, however, that plants’ lack of sentience and thus of agency is 
equally responsible for our tendency to think of them as “inanimate”. Personally, I find the categorization 
of plants quite interesting: While I understand the reluctance to group them with humans and animals, I 
am surprised that we are not equally reluctant to group them with things like rocks and chairs.)
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she is doing well. This status affects syntactic structure in that topics tend to appear 
earlier in utterances and to be grammatical subjects. Topicality is entwined with 
agentivity in that agentive things—because of their ability to (potentially purposely) 
engage in actions that affect our lives—presumably are likely to be the topic of talk. 
This explains why Comrie’s “animacy” consists of not just literal animacy but also 
“topic-worthiness” (1989: 199), why humanness is found in Givón’s topicality hier-
archy (1976: 152), and why both topicalization and animacy figure in Timberlake’s 
participation individuation hierarchy (1975: 134).

Topicality is simultaneously a cognitive feature, equivalent to what in Cognitive 
Linguistics is called cognitive salience (Taylor, 1994: 72; Langacker, 1991: 132). 
Concepts are cognitively salient if they have been “activat[ed] … in actual speech 
events” and are thus part of one’s current focus (Schmid, 2007: 119). A similar cog-
nitive feature of nominals is ontological salience, defined as the inherent “attention-
attracting potential” of the referent of a nominal (Schmid, 2007: 120). This, too, 
overlaps with agentivity and topicality. Agentive things are inherently attention-
grabbing3 (i.e., ontologically salient), and attention-grabbing things often truly 
become someone’s focus of attention (i.e., become topics, become cognitively sali-
ent). The same is true of things that are individuated as opposed to being perceived 
as part of a mass or group. The interrelatedness of topicality, salience, and agentiv-
ity explains why Timberlake relates individuation to topicalization, humanness, and 
animacy and why individuation appears in Givón’s topicality hierarchy (1976: 152), 
Comrie’s definition of animacy (1989: 199), and Hopper and Thompson’s transitiv-
ity hierarchy (1980). Thus, salience of one type or the other captures much of what 
has been studied in Functional Linguistics.

The final relevant well-studied feature of nominals, one that is both pragmatic 
and cognitive, is what Kuno (1987) calls “empathy.” Similar to point of view or “a 
camera angle,” empathy is “the speaker’s identification, which may vary in degree, 
with the person/thing … in a sentence” (206). It equates to “subjectivity” in Cogni-
tive Grammar: The closer an entity is to being the conceiver rather than the thing 
conceived, the more subjectively it is construed, meaning that “the crucial factor is 
vantage point” (Langacker, 1999: 149) or “perspective” (150). In pronouns, this is 
encoded explicitly via grammatical person: First person pronouns (1PPs) signal a 
point of view identical to the speaker’s/conceiver’s. Thus, in terms of empathy, 1PPs 
clearly outrank all other nominals (Kuno, 1987: 212). In contrast, speakers identify 
the least with 3PPs because they refer to entities that, unlike the speaker and 2P 
addressee(s), are not even participating in the interaction.

Empathy and grammatical person are closely linked to all the features discussed 
thus far. Kuno writes that topics are empathized with as easily as or more easily than 
nontopics (1987: 210), and Langacker considers empathy to be a component of topi-
cality (1991: 306). Kuno and Kaburaki’s humanness hierarchy, regarding empathy, 
consists of human > animate nonhuman > thing (1977: 654), and person is promi-
nent in both Givón’s topicality hierarchy (1P > 2P > 3P) (1976: 152) and Corbett’s 

3 As Schmid (2007: 132) explains—building on Langacker (1991: 301)—agents “are the willful insti-
gators of changes in the environment” and thus “clearly play the most salient parts in dynamic events” 
(132). (Note how closely “willfully-instigated change” echoes Hopper and Thompson’s descriptions of 
agentivity and volitionality.)
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Animacy Hierarchy (1PP > 2PP > third person > kin > human > animate > inani-
mate) (2000: 56). These rankings seem to treat empathy in both the camera angle 
sense, which explains the pronoun rankings, and in a more everyday sense, which 
explains the presence of terms such as human, kin, animate non-human, and thing. 
(We more easily identify with fellow humans than with animals and identify even 
less with things, such as chairs.) The present study continues this functionalist tradi-
tion of studying such features—but does so with the goal of understanding a specific 
construction and through using corpus methods.

When nominals are analyzed in corpus linguistics, it usually is in terms of seman-
tic prosody and/or semantic preference. The semantic prosody of a word is the “con-
sistent aura of meaning”—restricted to the semantic field of pleasantness: negative 
(unpleasant), positive (pleasant), or neutral—“imbued by its collocates” (Louw, 
1993: 157). Collocates are words that frequently appear near the word of inter-
est. For example, break out (intransitive) has negative semantic prosody because it 
appears with grammatical subjects such as disorder and epidemics (Sinclair, 1990: 
xi). A similar concept is a “collexeme” (Stefanowitsch & Gries, 2003: 215), a word 
that frequently appears in a particular construction. A collexeme along with the 
grammatical construction associated with it is called a collostruct (Stefanowitsch & 
Gries, 2003: 215). This construction-focused approach to corpus analyses is com-
patible with a large set of approaches to linguistics that began to emerge around the 
late 1980s and that blur the line between lexicon and grammatical structures. The 
authors associate it in particular with the Construction Grammar of Lakoff (1987) 
and Goldberg (1995). The central idea of such approaches is that not just mor-
phemes but grammatical constructions can be “directly associated with a particular 
meaning or function” (Stefanowitsch & Gries, 2003: 212). Constructions can be as 
small as a morpheme or as large as a multi-word expression (in which perhaps not 
all the words are specified), and their “form or meaning cannot be compositionally 
derived” (ibid.).

In corpus linguistics, words (whether treated as collocates or collexemes) can also 
be profiled in terms of semantic preference. This is similar to semantic prosody but 
flexible regarding the semantic field and therefore able to include features like agen-
tivity. For example, sleep attracts grammatical subjects that are animate. Work of this 
nature has been conducted on the grammatical subjects of the most common progres-
sive verbs and has revealed that they tend to be human (Biber et al., 1999: 473).

Always Progressives

The Present Day English progressive has two main types of meanings, aspectual and 
subjective. Its aspectual meanings are, roughly, that the action/state is in progress, con-
tinuous, and/or repeated, while its subjective meanings are those “based in the speak-
er’s subjective belief/attitude toward the situation” (Traugott, 1990: 500)4—such as 

4 Not to be confused with Langacker’s “subjectivity,” discussed in the previous section, which was about 
vantage point. They do overlap, though: A 1PP subject has a vantage point that matches the speaker’s, 
and Traugott’s “subjective” meanings of the progressive involve the speaker’s belief/attitude. For a more 
detailed comparison, see Langacker (1999: 149–150).
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being irritated by it. The aspectual meaning is more common,5 but originally the con-
struction had only subjective meaning. Specifically, it was used mainly for emphasis 
(Kranich, 2010: 163).

Analyses of the progressive (Killie, 2004; Wright, 1994; and Smitterberg, 2005) 
tend to present ALWAYS6 progressives as the prototypical example of the subjective 
progressive. Moreover, various sources state that ALWAYS progressives typically 
convey a negative attitude or emotion (e.g., irritation or disapproval) and/or are used 
for critical evaluations (e.g., Carter & McCarthy, 2006; Edmondson & House, 1981; 
Jespersen, 1961 [1931]; Kranich, 2010; Leech, 2004; Sinclair, 1990; Smitterberg, 
2005; Quirk et al., 1985). In other words, they are usually complaints. An example 
from Killie (2004: 40) is he’s always saying ‘I’ll see about it’—and he never does 
see. Some concede that ALWAYS progressives have non-negative uses, such as con-
veying emotion in general (Smitterberg, 2005) or even conveying approval (Celce-
Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999), as in He’s always delivering in a clutch situation 
(ibid.: 117; cf. Kranich, 2010: 66). Finally, Römer (2005) and Kranich (2010) show 
that always progressives need not even be subjective. More commonly, though, their 
non-negative uses are minimized or not even mentioned.

ALWAYS progressives do seem conducive to complaints. Words like always are 
associated with hyperbole (Claridge, 2011: 51), which is associated with emotion-
ality and negative evaluations (162). Meanwhile, the progressive -ing causes us to 
construe the event/state as homogenous and, when combined with auxiliary be, 
“profiles an internal portion” of a process that “excludes the endpoints” (Langacker, 
2008: 155). It is as if one is placed in the middle of something monotonous with no 
end in sight, and if always is included, there is not even the hope of an end—making 
for an unpleasant experience.

Nevertheless, there is no evidence that the complaint function of ALWAYS pro-
gressives is the most common. Kranich (2007: 130, 2010: 65) states that ALWAYS 
progressives tend to be interpreted negatively, yet when reinterpreted in terms of 
positive, negative, or neutral emotions (see Lindley, 2020: 338, Table 1), her two 
corpus studies indicate a strong link between ALWAYS progressives and emotion but 
a weaker link between them and negative emotion. Notably, Römer’s (2005) mono-
graph on progressives discusses a hitherto overlooked meaning of the progressive 
that is emotionally neutral and likely linked to always: the “general validity” mean-
ing, used “when something is true or valid in general, or at least for some time” (96). 
About 22.5% of progressives in her study had this meaning (95), and the most com-
mon time adverbials in the progressives were when, always, and all the time (97).

Römer’s general validity progressives help explain the findings presented in Lind-
ley (2020). I analyzed 752 Present Day English always progressives using a coding 

5 In Römer’s (2005) study of modern spoken British English, the “continuous” meaning accounted for 
about 81.7% of progressives.
6 Following Kranich, I use ALWAYS to represent always and its synonyms.
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schema consisting of four functions: Complain, Lament, Praise, and Describe. In 
the study, the emotionally neutral function (Describe) accounted for 71.9% of the 
tokens, whereas only 16.8% were complaints. I argue that the linguistic features that 
make the construction useful for complaints are equally useful for the other three 
functions. For example, the semantics of permanent, ongoing action lend themselves 
well to neutral statements of facts. Such always progressives are synonymous with 
Römer’s general validity progressives.

The distribution of functions across always progressives (of all types) though, 
is only one piece of information about them. A linguistic component of the always 
progressive construction that is yet to be explored in relation to function is its gram-
matical subject. It is known that the most commonly used progressive verbs “typi-
cally take a human subject as agent […], actively controlling the action (or state) 
expressed by the verb” (Biber et al., 1999: 473). This link appears to have been even 
stronger in the past: Kranich writes that until the 18th century, “the progressive 
occur[ed] predominantly with agentive (mostly [+human]) subjects” (2010: 118). 
This tendency may or may not extend to always progressives.7

Supposing that it does, we can note that such subjects, being agentive and cogni-
tively advanced, are more likely than others to have actions attributed to them and 
can more plausibly be held responsible for those actions—yet the construction is 
not used as a complaint especially often. However, this does not indicate that the 
features of the grammatical subject are irrelevant to the complaint function; it may 
just be that we need to differentiate the types of human subjects. A feature that could 
be particularly useful to explore and which figured prominently in the Functional 
Linguistics work described above is grammatical person. For example, we probably 
complain about others more than ourselves, so 1PP subjects may be rare in always 
progressives serving as complaints.

The present study tests if such subject-function associations exist. That is, it 
relates the semantic preferences of the nominal collexemes of always progressives to 
the functions of that construction. The value of such a study is hinted at in Römer’s 
comment that there are connections between general validity progressives (a con-
struction with a certain function), their grammatical subjects, and their adverbials 
(2005: 96). Specifically, I test the relationship between a subject’s status as human 
and first, second, or third person or as nonhuman and the function of the always pro-
gressive containing it. Doing so unites the functionalist interest in features related 
to agentivity, empathy, and so on with corpus techniques for analyzing collexemes. 
While we have some information about the typical subjects of progressives, we 
know less about those of always progressives, and no study has linked their subject 
types to their functions.

7 Römer notes that general validity progressives (which can contain always) often have personal pro-
nouns or “people” as subjects (2005: 97), but she does not provide statistics about their subjects or about 
the subjects of her entire set of always progressives.
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Method

Always progressives were collected and coded according to (a) their discourse func-
tions (Describe, Lament, Complain, Evaluate Positively) and (b) features of their 
grammatical subjects (person and humanness). The tokens were in past or present 
tense and with the auxiliary verb in pre-adverb position, matching the relevant 
examples in the literature. To limit the effect of confounding variables, I considered 
only always rather than always and its synonyms.

Data

This study makes use of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) 
(Davies, 2008–), a balanced monitor corpus of modern American English from 1990 
through 2019. COCA at the time drew equally from five genres: speech, newspapers, 
magazines, fiction, and academic journals. The analyzed tokens consisted of every 
always progressive in the 2014–2017 data, which contains 82,236,871 words.

Token Collection

Using the List option of the corpus’s online interface, for each year, I searched for 
“always [v?g*],” where “[v?g*]” denotes the -ing form of a verb.8 The linguistic 
context (KWIC view) was collected for every hit as well as the expanded linguistic 
context (about 160–180 words).

I manually rejected hits that did not meet the criteria of being an always progres-
sive in the (a) declarative mood,9 (b) simple aspect, (c) active voice, and (d) past or 
present tense; (e) not negated; with an auxiliary verb that is (f) overtly present and 
(g) in pre-adverb position; and (h) with an overtly present subject. Tokens also were 
required to have nothing intervening between (i) the subject (including its modifiers, 
if present) and auxiliary verb or (j) the auxiliary verb and always. (Real examples 
of such intervening material are for instance, as you say and modifiers of always 
such as almost and perhaps.) In addition, three criteria (k-m) involving word order 
were used: (k) direct objects cannot precede the verb and must be overt, (l) objects 
of prepositions cannot precede the verb (unless the entire prepositional phrase does 
so) and must be overt, and (m) the verb cannot precede the subject (something that 
occurred twice).

Hits were also rejected for the following reasons: (n) They were duplicates. By 
this I mean instances—whether or not flagged by COCA as such—in which an 
always progressive appears multiple times for a reason other than it truly being pro-
duced multiple times, such as when a television show plays a video clip twice. (o) 
They were erroneous transcriptions of audio, as verified through watching the origi-
nal video. There was only one instance of this. (p) They were not originally from 

8 Searches conducted 12 May 2019.
9 Indirect questions were permissible.
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2014 to 2017, as was the case regarding a token that was a quote from a play written 
in 1607. In over a dozen instances, the search results erroneously included tokens 
from years other than the year selected. If such tokens were nevertheless from 2014 
to 2017 and met the above criteria, I retained them. While checking each hit manu-
ally, I collected any always progressives that appeared in the extended context yet 
had failed to appear as hits themselves. This happened twice.

Failure to meet criterion (f) was the sole reason for nearly half of all rejec-
tions, the vast majority of which involved participial phrases or gerunds. Criterion 
(d) accounted for the second most rejections (about a quarter), nearly all of which 
involved the go-future.

Coding of Function

Each always progressive was coded manually according to its discourse function. 
Examples from the data are provided below.

Complain: Now people are always touching each other in public. I despise that.
Lament: It’s very difficult for me to get my hopes up because there’s—I’m always 
waiting for the other shoe to drop. (The speaker has spent “years in Mexican 
prison and in legal limbo” and has endured “[l]ost or contaminated evidence, 
missing witnesses and agonizing delays”.)
Evaluate Positively: [Mary] was always trying to encourage people to live a bet-
ter life. (The speaker “had a particularly strong bond with Mary,” her “mentor,” 
who “inspired” her.)
Describe: [A]s a writer, you have to recognize that nothing lasts and things 
change, that there’s no one time in the history of publishing where everything was 
one way, and then all of a sudden there was change. It’s always changing. (The 
speaker is arguing that change is normal and writers should adapt rather than get 
upset.)

Tokens were coded as Complain if they conveyed irritation and/or anger regard-
ing the action. Typically, the grammatical subject was the target of the negative 
emotion, but this was not essential. Expressions of negative emotion also include 
laments. Tokens were coded as Lament if the emotion expressed is sadness or regret, 
not anger, and the goal is to elicit or express sympathy, not to complain or assign 
blame. (The situation could be one in which no agent is responsible, the agent is 
unknown or not focused on, or responsibility is diffused across many agents.) The 
subject was the target of the sympathy nearly 70 percent of the time.

Always progressives are also used to evaluate people/things positively. Depending 
on the circumstances, this could be equivalent to expressing approval, appreciation, 
admiration, and/or (with agentive referents) praise. Tokens that serve these functions 
were labeled as Evaluate Positively (henceforth simply “Positive”). See (3) for an 
example. All but four of the 56 Positive tokens involved praising humans and in all but 
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six the grammatical subject is what was evaluated.10 The final category is Describe, 
referring to emotionally neutral statements such as (4). This label was applied if no 
indications of negative or positive affect were present. In such cases, the progressive 
had aspectual meaning (describing action in progress, ongoing states of affairs, etc.).

In all cases, to determine a token’s function, I looked at the token, the KWIC 
view, and the expanded context. That is, this was the default procedure and carried 
out even if the category seemed clear from the token or KWIC view alone. In some 
cases it was also necessary to consult the source text. Context is crucial because 
tokens considered in isolation can be ambiguous or misleading. Consider the token 
Katherine was always smiling. This was coded as a complaint because shortly before 
that, readers are told that Rosemary, from whose perspective the story unfolds, is 
“determined not to let Katherine get under her skin” like Katherine usually does. 
Other parts of the novel reveal that Rosemary is quite jealous of Katherine, whose 
perfection “ma[kes] Rosemary feel inferior.”

Like the coding of semantic prosody, the coding of discourse functions is not 
something that can be automated; it requires a human coder who interprets the data 
carefully and holistically rather than relying on simple cues such as which verb 
appears in the token. Such a process necessarily involves a degree of subjectivity. 
However, the categories and coding method described above have been honed across 
multiple studies.

Coding of Subject Type

The tokens were further coded according to their grammatical subjects. The catego-
ries are defined below.

First person pronoun (1PP): I and we used to refer to humans. In two cases, 
additional words followed (we the patients and we coaches).
Second person pronoun, addressee (Addr): You (singular or plural, including 
non-standard plurals) used to refer to a human addressee or addressees.
Second person pronoun, generic (Gen): You (singular or plural, including non-
standard plurals) used to refer to human “generic you,” as in (1–3) below.
Third party (3P): The pronouns he, she, and they and other nominals used to 
refer to third party humans. This includes proper names, kinship terms, noun 
phrases, and relative pronouns such as who.
Nonhuman (NH): Nominals, including personal pronouns, used to refer to non-
human subjects (e.g., they used to refer to those stories, pens, and my presenta-
tion).

As seen above, 2PP subjects were split into two categories: Addressee you, used 
to directly address people, and generic you, which refers to people in general, as in 
(1), or to a subgroup that the speaker is a member of, as in (2-3).

10 An example of something other than the subject being evaluated positively (in this case, the address-
ees rather than “Jim”) is “I know you will. Jim was always talking about how pleased he was to have you 
boys working for him,” said by Jim’s widow in response to a promise being made.
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1. Everybody does mistakes throughout your career, because you’re always trying to 
do different things. (Describe)

2. As a coach, you’re always trying to figure it out. (Describe)
3. In the service […] you’re always living out of bags. It’s so aggravating. (Com-

plain)

The test used to distinguish humanness from nonhumanness for subjects other 
than first or second person pronouns or the relative pronoun who was if one could 
answer “yes” to “is X a human?” or “are Xs humans?” For example, left wing voters 
and journalists pass this test while the Left and the media do not. Exceptions were 
made for things with human-like levels of sentience (examples from the data include 
God, the devil, and aliens engaged in an arms race with humans), but such excep-
tions were rare. Relative pronouns other than who were considered human if their 
antecedents passed the test above. This happened three times, such as when the ante-
cedent of that was helicopter moms. Tokens (eight) whose subjects consisted of con-
joined elements from mismatching categories were discarded as uncategorizable.

Data Analysis

The distributions of functions and of subject types were tested using the chi-square 
goodness-of-fit test, and the relationship between function and subject type was 
tested through a configural frequency analysis (CFA). Explained in Von Eye (2001) 
and Gries (2009: 240–252), this technique computes the statistical significance of 
the global chi-square as well as the contributions of each configuration—in this case, 
each function-subject combination—and identifies those that appear significantly 
more often than expected (called “types”) or less often than expected (“anti-types”). 
This was calculated using the R script HCFA v. 3.2 (Gries, 2004) with Holm’s cor-
rection for multiple post hoc (binomial) tests (i.e., the sequentially rejective Holm-
Bonferroni test).

Results

The method yielded 2,535 hits, of which 1,233 were retained as tokens. The results 
of the statistical analyses are described below.

Goodness‑of‑fit Tests

The distribution of tokens across functions and subject types is given in Table 1 as 
raw frequencies and percentages of the total. Most (74.0%) of the always progres-
sives were used in neutral descriptions. Another 16.4% served as complaints, and 
only 5.1% and 4.5% served as laments and positive evaluations. The most common 
subject type was 3P (53.0% of tokens). About half as many subjects (24.5%) were 
1PP, 14.2% were NH, and 8.4% were 2PP.
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Chi-square goodness-of-fit tests were performed comparing the distribution of 
functions and subject types to hypothesized equal distributions. Deviation from an 
equal distribution was highly significant (P < 0.001) in both cases: for function χ2 
(df = 3) = 1620.70 and for subject type χ2 (df = 4) = 1012.04.

Configural Frequency Analysis

The distribution of functions among tokens of each subject type were, overall, more 
similar than different (Fig. 1) and resembled the distribution of functions in the data 
set as a whole.

Nevertheless, each subject type was linked to a unique behavioral profile, as 
revealed by the CFA. This procedure includes running a chi-square test of independ-
ence, which showed that the relationship between function and subject type was sig-
nificant: χ2 (9, N = 1233) = 121.16, P < 0.001. The CFA also determines which 
configurations (e.g., 1PP-Lament) contribute the most to the global chi-square. That 
is, rather than only comparing the overall distribution of subject types and func-
tions to hypothesized equal distributions, the CFA also conducted a similar analysis 
for each of the 20 possible combinations (configurations) of subject types and func-
tions. As mentioned earlier, subject-function configurations (e.g., 3P-Complain) that 

Table 1  Distribution of tokens across categories

First person 
pronoun

Generic You Addressee You Third person Nonhuman

Describe 258 49 26 430 149 912 74.0%
Complain 20 1 17 152 12 202 16.4%
Lament 23 7 0 24 9 63 5.1%
Positive 1 1 2 47 5 56 4.5%

302 58 45 653 175
24.5% 4.7% 3.6% 53.0% 14.2%

85.4% 84.5%

57.8%

65.8%

85.1%

6.6%
1.7%

37.8%

23.3%

6.9%7.6%
12.1%

0.0%
3.7% 5.1%

0.3% 1.7%
4.4%

7.2%
2.9%

First Person Pronoun Generic You Addressee You Third Person Nonhuman

Describe Complain Lament Positive

Fig. 1  Functions of always progressives by subject type
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appear more or less often than we would expect to see based on chance, alone, are 
called types and anti-types, respectively.

The full CFA output (see Table 2) includes the following information regarding 
each configuration: observed and expected frequencies; the chi-square contribution; 
a greater- or less-than sign indicating that a configuration exceeds or falls below its 
expected frequency (is a type or anti-type); a probability value calculated using the 
Holm-Bonferroni adjustment; a significance decision at the P = 0.05, 0.01, or 0.001 
level (indicated by one, two, or three asterisks); and the co-efficient of pronounced-
ness Q (a measure of effect size).

Table 2  CFA output

Function Subject Freq Expected Cont.chisq Obs-exp P.adj.Holm Dec Q

Com 1PP 20 49.4761 17.5608 < 2.346E-05 *** 0.025
Com 3P 152 106.9797 18.9459 > 1.81E-04 *** 0.04
Pos 1PP 1 13.7161 11.789 < 0.0002738 *** 0.01
Com NH 12 28.6699 9.6926 < 0.005705 ** 0.014
Com Gen 1 9.502 7.6072 < 0.0121835 * 0.007
Des 3P 430 482.9976 5.8152 < 0.0153921 * 0.071
Com Addr 17 7.3723 12.5731 > 0.022199 * 0.008
Pos 3P 47 29.6577 10.1409 > 0.0226429 * 0.014
Des 1PP 258 223.3771 5.3665 > 0.0779742 Ns 0.034
Lam Gen 7 2.9635 5.498 > 0.3467735 Ns 0.003
Lam 1PP 23 15.4307 3.713 > 0.3726949 Ns 0.006
Des NH 149 129.4404 2.9556 > 0.4035655 Ns 0.018
Lam 3P 24 33.365 2.6286 < 0.4362594 Ns 0.008
Pos Addr 2 2.0438 0.0009 < 0.6648143 Ns 0
Des Addr 26 33.2847 1.5943 < 0.6829344 Ns 0.006
Lam Addr 0 2.2993 2.2993 < 0.7008185 Ns 0.002
Pos NH 5 7.9481 1.0935 < 0.7805899 Ns 0.002
Pos Gen 1 2.6342 1.0138 < 0.7815435 Ns 0.001
Des Gen 49 42.9002 0.8673 > 0.9518585 Ns 0.005
Lam NH 9 8.9416 4.00E-04 > 1.0741672 Ns 0

Table 3  Types and anti-types

Types (more common than expected) Anti-types (less common than expected)

3P-Complain P < 0.001 Q = 0.04 1PP-Complain P < 0.001 Q = 0.025
3P-Positive P < 0.05 Q = 0.014 1PP-Positive P < 0.001 Q = 0.01
Addr-Complain P < 0.05 Q = 0.008 NH-Complain P < 0.01 Q = 0.014

3P-Describe P < 0.05 Q = 0.071
Gen-Complain P < 0.05 Q = 0.007
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The CFA revealed three types and five anti-types. The types were 3P-Complain 
(P < 0.001), 3P-Positive (P < 0.05), and Addr-Complain (P < 0.05). The anti-types 
were 1PP-Complain (P < 0.001), 1PP-Positive (P < 0.001), NH-Complain (P < 
0.01), 3P-Describe (P < 0.05), and Gen-Complain (P < 0.05). For convenience, this 
subset of information from Table 2 is presented separately, in Table 3.

Discussion

In this section, I propose explanations for the function-subject relationships shared 
above. Because the data consisted of present day American English, it is possible 
that the discovered usage patterns are not representative of what would be found in 
other dialects or languages and that, even if they are, that the explanations I offer 
for those patterns are not valid for speakers of other dialects or languages, who may 
adhere to different social norms. Whether speakers with similar expectations regard-
ing discourse functions such as praise and criticism use progressives or their equiva-
lents in a manner to that of speakers of American English is yet to be determined.

The overall distribution of functions of always progressives in this study closely 
aligns with that in Lindley (2020), and the distribution of subject types roughly 
aligns with Römer’s (2005: 69) findings regarding progressives in spoken Brit-
ish English. Speakers use always progressives flexibly for a variety of purposes 
because—as argued in Lindley (2020)—the features for which they are named make 
them useful syntactic vehicles for complaints but also enable speakers to praise oth-
ers effusively, lament their misfortunes, or describe in an emotionally neutral man-
ner things that are continually true. The results show that which of these functions 
a token serves is at least partly related to its subject. The remainder of this section 
is divided into two main parts: I first discuss subject-function relationships involv-
ing complaints and then discuss those involving positive evaluations. I discuss those 
involving positive evaluations.11 Broadly speaking, I argue that the observed types 
and anti-types are the product of multiple interacting social and practical concerns 
naturally associated with who/what a speaker is talking to/about.

Complaints

This section discusses the types (Addr- and 3P-Complain) and anti-types (Gen-, 
1PP-, and NH-Complain) involving complaints. In 189 of the 202 complaint tokens 
(93.6%), the grammatical subject was also the thing evaluated. These results sug-
gest an inclination to use always progressives to complain about other people and a 
disinclination to complain about ourselves or nonhumans. I argue below that, more 
specifically, the usage patterns regarding complaints can be attributed largely to the 
usefulness of complaining to/about others and unusefulness of complaining about 
ourselves and non- or less agentive things. Additionally, regarding 2PP subjects, I 

11 I do not propose explanations for the anti-type 3P-Describe beyond the explanations for 3P-Complain 
and 3P-Positive being types.
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argue that the contrasting ways that speakers use addressee and generic you demon-
strate the methodological necessity of considering them separately.

Type Addr‑Complain

The preponderance of direct criticism of addressees is surprising given its impo-
liteness, but it seems that its potential high efficacy can override such concerns. In 
politeness theory, negative face is “freedom of action and freedom from imposition” 
and positive face is one’s positive self-image, tied to the desire to be liked by oth-
ers (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 61). Complaining directly to someone about their 
habits threatens both types of face because it is an imposition (it implies that the 
addressee should alter their behavior) and is critical. This effect is exacerbated in 
always progressive complaints because words like always are associated with exag-
geration (Claridge, 2011: 51)—which, in complaints, “emphasize[s] the problem or 
the failings of the addressee” (Legitt & Gibbs, 2000: 7). Rude complaints involving 
exaggeration elicit even more anger, disgust, and scorn than those involving sarcasm 
(ibid.: 8, Table 1), which is “almost exclusively negative and hostile” (ibid.: 10).

Despite being rude—in fact, precisely because they are—complaints directed at 
addressees can be highly effective. First, in lodging the complaint directly with the 
offender, the complainer ensures that that person becomes aware of the problem. A 
positive outcome is not guaranteed, but it becomes possible. Second, the unpleas-
antness and heightened “emotional impact” of complaints involving exaggeration 
can make them “very memorable” and thus can lead to their having “long-ranging 
effect[s]” (Claridge, 2011: 142). Third, the complainer’s willingness to do some-
thing that is borderline socially unacceptable may convey that a situation is seri-
ous enough to merit such drastic action. In sum, complaining to someone’s face can 
work quite well, but one obtains the benefits at a cost: The social relationship may 
be irreparably damaged.

Type 3P‑Complain

Complaining to but not about an addressee occurs during activities such as gossip, 
venting, and commiseration. 3P-Complain is a type because of the importance of 
such activities to humans, who—compared to other species—rely heavily on social 
information for their survival and well-being. The value of gossip, in particular, is 
well documented. Gossip is “the exchange of information about absent third parties” 
(Foster, 2004: 81) combined with sharing a positive or negative evaluative stance 
toward that information (82), with the most common understanding being that this 
stance is negative. Gossip is pervasive, accounting for between about 66% (Dunbar, 
2004: 100) to 80 or 90% of daily talk (Emler, 1994: 131). Our species even has a 
cognitive bias that promotes gossip: Baumeister et al. (2001: 360) describe a body 
of research showing the existence of a negativity bias, active in various domains, 
whereby we give more weight to unpleasant phenomena. This includes noticing 
negative things more, remembering them better, and experiencing them as more 
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“potent.” In addition, we are more likely to socially transmit information if it is neg-
ative (Bebbington et al., 2017).

We have evolved to gossip because it serves important social functions benefit-
ting groups and individuals (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Dunbar, 2004; Kniffin & 
Wilson, 2010; etc.). These functions include (1) policing people while protecting 
people’s face, (2) sharing or validating crucial social information, and (3) bonding. 
Complaining about third parties can also (4) boost our health and (5) be a powerful 
weapon against enemies. I discuss these five functions below.

First, despite their passive-aggressive nature, complaints about third parties can 
successfully stop irritating actions. Negative gossip often makes its way back to and 
has repercussions for the guilty party, and the ensuing shame or damage to reputa-
tion can lead them to change their behavior. This is the “policing function” of gossip 
(Dunbar, 2004: 103), also called the “group protection” function (Beersma & Van 
Kleef, 2012), whereby gossip keeps people in line with social norms and, impor-
tantly, protects social groups against “free-riders,” who “take the benefits of social-
ity but decline to pay all of the costs” (ibid.:106).

Importantly, gossip serves this protective function without requiring the com-
plainer to be confrontational. As stated earlier, complaining about someone to their 
face is direct but rude. Our species is “adapted for group living” to the point of 
“obligatory interdependence” (Brewer & Caporael, 2006: 143), so we feel strong 
pressure to behave in ways that protect the interpersonal relationships that sustain 
us. This does not eradicate impoliteness, but in certain situations, at least, we avoid 
face-threatening acts. According to Wolfson’s (1988) bulge theory, we more eas-
ily get away with being impolite to strangers and intimates, on the far ends of the 
scale of closeness, than we do to people in the middle (cf. Dunbar, 2004: 107). Even 
people who are blunt with telemarketers probably think twice before criticizing 
their boss or a colleague to their face. In comparison, gossiping about those peo-
ple in their absence is far less risky socially and could still be effective in stopping 
unwanted behavior.

One scientific view of gossip is that it is a way to trade and/or confirm potentially 
valuable information, its second crucial social function. Explaining their “theory of 
the human self as information agent,” Baumeister, Maranges, and Vohs begin from 
the premise that “much of [our] social and solitary activity is devoted to dealing 
with information”—including “seeking and acquiring [it],” “communicating one’s 
thoughts to others,” and “circulating information through the group” (2018: 36). 
This often includes information about group members, such as who is dishonest, 
who is seeking a partner, etc. Possessing this knowledge helps us survive and thrive 
socially, whereas those who are “out of the loop” are severely disadvantaged.

A third function of gossip is that it facilitates bonding. Dunbar theorizes that lan-
guage in general and gossip in particular originated as a bonding mechanism that 
was more efficient than physical grooming and thus could work for increasingly 
large primate groups (2004: 100). Whereas grooming is a time-consuming, one-on-
one activity, gossip enables multiple individuals to bond at once (102). In modern 
times, for many people, gossip is a pastime that helps us “have a good time with 
others” (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012: 2645) and that thereby spawns and sustains 
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friendships. A study by Grosser et al. (2010) showed that negative gossip occurred 
more between co-workers if they were also friends.

Complaining about third parties serves a fourth function: In the context of venting 
and commiseration it can boost our physical and mental health. Venting about one’s 
problems is a way to elicit validation (Norlock, 2018: 129), “confirmation that one is 
not alone” (133), and empathy. Ventilation, validation, and empathy “directly reduce 
arousal” in a distressed person and may even boost self-worth (Thoits, 2011: 154). 
In contrast, suppressing one’s emotions is linked to numerous negative physiological 
and psychological side effects (Kowalski, 2002: 1029). Even or perhaps especially if 
we lack control over something, swapping complaints about it makes it more bear-
able (Norlock, 2018: 119), partly because it facilitates “sympathetic bonding” (129). 
By strengthening social bonds, which “are positively and causally related to mental 
health, physical health, and longevity” (Thoits, 2011: 154), complaining can signifi-
cantly contribute to our well-being.

Fifth and finally, some gossip is purely malicious and wielded like a weapon. If 
one’s goal is not to stop a behavior but to harm someone’s reputation, direct con-
frontation is useless—especially if the target is innocent. Malicious gossipers are 
assisted in their endeavor by the aforementioned negativity bias. In sum, complain-
ing about third parties has served important social functions since the earliest days 
of language, to the point of humans evolving a cognitive bias toward spreading gos-
sip, and this explains its continued pervasiveness in our lives—including its being a 
common function of always progressives containing 3P subjects.

Anti‑type Gen‑Complain

Generic you subjects slightly outnumbered addressee you subjects (58 versus 45), 
and the two subject types behaved differently: Most notably, complaints were far 
less common with generic you subjects (1.7%) than with addressee subjects (37.8%). 
In addition, all 17 Addr-Complain tokens consisted of negative evaluations of the 
grammatical subject, whereas the single Gen-Complain token was not about the 
subject.

The anti-type status of Gen-Complain stems from the semantics of generic you. 
Whether referring to people in general or a subgroup containing the speaker, generic 
you is more akin to a 1PP plural than to addressee 2PP. Speakers using generic you 
could just as easily use we, and in fact speakers sometimes alternate between the two 
options, as in (4).

4. In the service, we’re constantly going from place to place. And you’re always 
living out of bags.

The speaker uses a 1PP plural subject in a constantly progressive, then switches 
to generic you in an always progressive, with no change in the referent.

Generic you is a second person pronoun in form only, not semantically or func-
tionally. This is why the distribution of functions associated with generic you resem-
bles that associated with 1PP subjects (see Figure 1) and why, like Gen-Complain, 
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1PP-Complain is an anti-type. The dramatically contrasting behavioral profiles of 
generic and addressee you show that—certainly in any study in which empathy 
(point of view) may be important—one must analyze the two types separately.

Anti‑type 1PP‑Complain

Complaining about ourselves is of little use and even harmful, as sharing negative 
information about ourselves can damage our reputations.12 The anti-type 1PP-Com-
plain indicates that we are averse to doing this. A qualitative analysis of the tokens 
indicates this even more strongly—yet simultaneously shows that more research is 
needed before we can fully understand this anti-type.

Complaining about oneself is even rarer than the low number of 1PP complaints 
indicates. 1PP complaints were exceptional among the complaint tokens in that only 
half (ten)—as opposed to 93.6% of the Complain tokens as a whole—were com-
plaints about their grammatical subjects. In (5), for example, a speaker uses a 1PP 
token to complain about not himself but his mother.

5. Why don’t you sometimes, once in a while, close the doors of the cupboard?—I’m 
always closing them (slam, slam). […] God, Mom, you can be so annoying.

Moreover, of the ten 1PP complaints that were about their subjects, five con-
tained plural subjects, referring to society or a group rather than the speaker only. 
The remaining five contained and were about 1PP singular subjects, two of which 
involved speakers criticizing themselves, as in (6). In the other three, the speakers 
are relaying complaints made by other people, as in (7).

6. I always thought [life] was a science. […] I was always looking for the math. As a 
parent, as a husband, as an actor, just as a human being, I suck a lot. You know, I 
suck so much more than I’ve thought that I should at forty-six. (Hollywood actor 
Will Smith)

7. [My teachers] say I am always staring into space with my mouth open, but really 
what’s happening is that I’m thinking of some question I want to ask.

In sum, the data contained 20 1PP-Complain tokens, but a mere two instances of 
people complaining about themselves. This is strong evidence that we avoid com-
plaining about ourselves, yet does not explain why 1PP complaints like (5) were not 
more numerous.

Anti‑type NH‑Complain

The anti-type NH-Complain can be attributed to the nature of NH subjects: Low 
in agentivity, they are unlikely to be subjects of progressive verbs (which prefer 

12 “Humblebrags” or attempts to fish for compliments can be beneficial, but I noticed no such 1PP-Com-
plain tokens.
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subjects that are agentive, human, volitional, animate, etc.), and when they nev-
ertheless are, the actions attributed to them are unlikely to be the sort that merits 
anger. Much more often than appearing in complaints, NH subjects appeared in 
Describe tokens consisting of bland statements about innocuous actions, for exam-
ple, “something is always happening” (a statement nearly devoid of content), “time 
is always moving forward,” and “[subject] is always changing.” NH subjects said 
to be “always changing” included the landscape, nature, culture, the world, and the 
universe. These general, timeless truths are unlikely to anger people, and even if a 
person did wish to assign blame, non-agentive things like “time” and “landscapes” 
are not logical targets.

Positive Evaluations

The CFA identified one anti-type and one type involving positive evaluations. The 
anti-type was 1PP-Positive (P < 0.001, Q = 0.01). The data contained a single 1PP-
Positive token and, in it, the speaker is sharing credit with others. (The subject, we, 
refers to an administrative team.) The type was 3P-Positive (P < 0.05, Q = 0.014). 
I argue below that both findings reflect the desire to avoid bragging and appear lik-
able. In addition, I describe two subfunctions of 3P-Positive tokens.

Anti‑type 1P‑Positive

1PP-Positive tokens were nearly non-existent because, even in individualistic socie-
ties, bragging about oneself is frowned upon. People view self-promoters as brag-
garts and less likable (Scopelitti, Loewenstein, & Vosgerau 2015). Women in par-
ticular feel compelled to conform to bragging-related modesty norms due to fear 
of backlash (Lindeman et  al., 2019). Bragging can also be beneficial; studies by 
Chaudhry and Loewenstein (2019) and Heck and Krueger (2016) show that it can 
lead to increased perceived competence. Yet those same studies show that this ben-
efit is limited: In the first study, the increase came with a negative effect, a decrease 
in perceived warmth (19). In the second, brags about competence boosted perceived 
competence only if no evidence contradicted them; otherwise, perceived compe-
tence was reduced. Additionally, brags about being moral (even if accurate) led to 
decreased perceived morality. Finally, in the study of Scopelitti, Loewenstein, and 
Vosgerau (2015: 911), bragging did not boost judgments of successfulness. Since 
bragging often brings negative consequences, it is natural that speakers avoid brag-
ging using always progressives.

Type 3P‑Positive

The emotionality that can be conveyed via always progressives is not restricted to 
negative emotions; the construction can also be used for effusive positive evalua-
tions. This function was so common among tokens with 3P subjects that 3P-Posi-
tive was a type. Acknowledging the good qualities of others can be important and 
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necessary, but 3P-Positive tokens may be over-represented in the corpus (compared 
to in English in general) due to so many source texts containing interviews con-
ducive to evaluations of others. Nearly three quarters (35 out of 47) of the tokens 
coded as 3P-Positive were direct or indirect quotes of people being interviewed for 
news articles, etc. Interestingly, over half (19 out of 35) of these interview tokens 
served one of two subfunctions.

First, in news stories about deaths, interviewees used the tokens to paint a flatter-
ing picture of the deceased (“eulogy” function). Second, in stories about the inter-
viewee, interviewees used the tokens to acknowledge others who had contributed to 
their success (“credit/thanks” function). Table 4 displays the number of 3P-Positive 
tokens appearing in interview contexts along with their subfunctions and the number 
appearing in non-interview contexts.

In many cases, the explicit purpose of a story was to celebrate someone’s achieve-
ments, as in the story “The greatness of Larry Fitzgerald, as seen through the eyes 
of his [quarterbacks].” It is unsurprising, then, that most (62.9% or 22 of 35) of the 
3P-Positive interviewee tokens were evaluations of the topic (always a person) of 
the interview. What is surprising is how often the interview topic was a deceased 
person—often a murder victim. In two of the nine tokens serving the eulogy sub-
function, the grammatical subjects were famous people who died of natural causes. 
The other seven eulogy-function tokens involved violent deaths: four murders, the 
suicide of a prominent actor, a murder-suicide, and a hit-and-run.

Although the eulogy function can appear in non-interview contexts (such as 
actual eulogies),13 the deaths of famous people and murder victims are especially 
likely to be covered by the media and may also be especially likely to elicit praise. 
Deceased famous people are praised because they tend to have achieved many things 
(and have wide social circles), and murder victims are praised because emphasiz-
ing the good qualities of victims helps loved ones convey and validate the magni-
tude of their emotions in the wake of a traumatic experience: The more generous, 
moral, talented (etc.) the victim, the bigger the loss and injustice, and the more valid 
one’s grief and anger. Making such comments publicly could also serve as a form of 

Table 4  Types of 3P-Positive 
tokens

Number of tokens Context Subfunction

12 Non-interview
35 Interview of speaker

9 EULOGY subfunction
10 CREDIT/THANKS 

subfunction
16 Other

47 Total

13 The eulogy function was relevant for one 3P-Positive token in a non-interview context (a ceremony 
honoring the golfer Arnold Palmer) and for one NH-Positive token in an interview of a man whose 
mother was murdered.
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(weak) revenge in that sanctifying the victim implicitly vilifies the murderer in equal 
measure. It could even incite the public to act in some way (e.g., to track down a sus-
pect or to support relevant new legislation).

In contrast to the eulogy tokens, none of the ten credit/thanks tokens were about 
the interview topic. Instead, interviewees used these tokens to publicly acknowledge 
another person’s role in their (the interviewee’s) success. In one story, a rising col-
lege football star told reporters that “he owes much of his success this season to [his 
teammate],” who is “always teaching [him]” valuable skills. In another, a student 
asserts that family support is crucial for success in higher education right before 
sharing that “[her] mom was always sending [her] great messages that encouraged 
[her]” and was her “personal cheerleader.”

The credit/thanks tokens all occurred in stories about the interviewees and, in 
most cases, their achievements—a context in which the risk of seeming arrogant is 
high. Arrogance can damage social bonds, whereas perceived humility is linked to 
both forging and repairing them (Davis et al., 2013). Humbly conferring credit on 
others, the opposite of bragging, makes people seem warmer—albeit less compe-
tent (Chaudhry & Loewenstein, 2019: 19). Although both aspects of one’s reputa-
tion must be maintained, someone whose achievements are currently being publicly 
celebrated need not worry about seeming competent and would be wise to focus on 
being likable.

The public nature of the credit/thanks and eulogy tokens enhances their efficacy. 
Consider award speeches: A person who contributed immensely to an Academy 
Award winner’s success and had already been earnestly thanked in private might 
be offended if they were not also acknowledged in the televised acceptance speech, 
which makes the thanked person look good to an enormous number of people. Like-
wise, grief can incite community action only if the community knows about it.

Concluding Remarks

Nominals encode basic information about the discourse context, that is, who/what 
(and what kind of person/thing) is being spoken to and/or about. Pronouns are espe-
cially rich in this regard because they are marked as first, second, or third person. 
This study shows that grammatical person and humanness are related systematically 
to the functions of always progressives. The observed subject-function relationships 
arise as natural consequences of humans being agentive and of practical considera-
tions related to social/interpersonal goals such as protecting positive/negative face, 
appearing likable and humble yet competent, and bonding. In interviews, two use-
ful subfunctions of the Evaluate Positively function were common: a credit/thanks 
function and a eulogy function. In these cases, speakers take advantage of always 
progressives’ potential to be emotional and hyperbolic as a way to heap praise on 
those who have helped them or on lost loved ones, thereby effusively expressing 
gratitude or grief. Naturally, one must tread carefully when interpreting correlations, 
but one strength of the analysis is that it draws heavily on evidence from fields out-
side of linguistics such as psychology and sociology. Future research in these and 



60 J. Lindley 

1 3

other fields on complaints, exaggeration, acknowledgements, and bonding should 
enable us to refine and expand what is offered here.

Features of nominals such as grammatical person and humanness merit more 
frequent inclusion in studies of constructions’ discourse functions. The findings 
reported here that are, in hindsight, unsurprising (e.g., the scarcity of positive evalu-
ations of 1PP subjects) demonstrate this point the most strongly in that these intui-
tive connections between functions and nominals are nevertheless rarely empirically 
tested—if they are considered at all. Genre is a go-to variable in corpus studies of 
linguistic variation, yet we commonly neglect to consider the influence of a factor 
as important as whether we are talking about, say, ourselves versus a rock. At the 
very least, when studying a construction, we should consider examples containing 
a range of types of nominals. Finally, one rather specific takeaway is that we must 
exercise caution regarding the second person pronoun. Generic you, which is very 
common, is semantically and functionally more like a 1PP. Functional analyses that 
conflate generic and addressee you likely obscure useful data patterns.

Acknowledgements None.

Funding No funding was received for conducting this study.

Data availability The Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) is available at https:// www. 
engli sh- corpo ra. org/ coca/. Due to copyrights held by the organizations who allowed their data to be col-
lected for the corpus, the data set cannot be shared.

Code availability For the hierarchical configural frequency analysis, Stefan Gries’ (2004) hcfa3-2.R script 
was used.

Declarations 

Conflict of interest The author states that there is no conflict of interest. The author has no relevant finan-
cial or non-financial interests to disclose.

Ethics Approval Not applicable.

Consent to Participate Not applicable.

Consent for Publication Not applicable.

References

Baumeister, R. F., Bratslavsky, E., Finkenauer, C., & Vohs, K. D. (2001). Bad is stronger than good. 
Review of General Psychology, 5(4), 323–370. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ 1089- 2680.5. 4. 323

Baumeister, R. F., Maranges, H. M., & Vohs, K. D. (2018). Human self as information agent: Functioning 
in a social environment based on shared meanings. Review of General Psychology, 22(1), 36–47. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ gpr00 00114

Bebbington, K., MacLeod, C., Ellison, T. M., & Fay, N. (2017). The sky is falling: Evidence of a negativ-
ity bias in the social transmission of information. Evolution and Human Behavior, 38(1), 92–101. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. evolh umbeh av. 2016. 07. 004

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.5.4.323
https://doi.org/10.1037/gpr0000114
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2016.07.004


61

1 3

Connecting Grammatical Person, Humanness, and Discourse…

Beersma, B., & Van Kleef, G. A. (2012). Why people gossip: An empirical analysis of social motives, 
antecedents, and consequences. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 42(11), 2640–2670. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1111/j. 1559- 1816. 2012. 00956.x

Biber, D., Johansson, S., Conrad, S., & Finegan, E. (1999). The Longman grammar of spoken and written 
English. Pearson Education.

Brewer, M. B., & Caporael, L. R. (2006). An evolutionary perspective on group identity: Revisiting 
groups. In M. Schaller, J. A. Simpson, & D. T. Kenrick (Eds.), Evolution and social psychology (pp. 
143–161). Psychology Press.

Brown, P., & Levinson, S. C. (1987). Politeness: Some universals in language usage. Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Carter, R., & McCarthy, M. (2006). Cambridge grammar of English. Cambridge University Press.
Celce-Murcia, M., & Larsen-Freeman, D. (1999). The grammar book: An ESL/EFL teacher’s course (2nd 

ed.). Heinle & Heinle.
Chaudhry, S. J., & Loewenstein, G. (2019). Thanking, apologizing, bragging, and blaming: Responsibil-

ity exchange theory and the currency of communication. Psychological Review, 126(3), 313–344. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ rev00 00139

Claridge, C. (2011). Hyperbole in English: A corpus-based study of exaggeration. Cambridge University 
Press.

Comrie, B. (1989). Language universals and linguistic typology: Syntax and morphology (2nd ed.). Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

Corbett, G. G. (2000). Number. Cambridge University Press.
Davies, M. (2008). The Corpus of Contemporary American English: 450 million words, 1990–present. 

http:// corpus. byu. edu/ coca/.
Davis, D. E., Worthington, E. L., Jr., Hook, J. N., Emmons, R. A., Hill, P. C., Bollinger, R. A., & Van 

Tongeren, D. R. (2013). Humility and the development and repair of social bonds: Two longitudinal 
studies. Self and Identity, 12(1), 58–77. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 15298 868. 2011. 636509

Dunbar, R. I. M. (2004). Gossip in evolutionary perspective. Review of General Psychology, 8(2), 100–
110. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ 1089- 2680.8. 2. 100

Edmondson, W., & House, J. (1981). Let’s talk and talk about it. Urban & Schwarzenberg.
Emler, N. (1994). Gossip, reputation, and social adaptation. In R. F. Goodman & A. Ben-Ze’ev (Eds.), 

Good gossip (pp. 119–140). University Press of Kansas.
Foster, E. K. (2004). Research on gossip: Taxonomy, methods, and future directions. Review of General 

Psychology, 8(2), 78–99. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1037/ 1089- 2680.8. 2. 78
Givón, T. (1976). Topic, pronoun, and grammatical agreement. In C. Li (Ed.), Subject and topic (pp. 

149–188). Academic Press.
Gries, S. Th. (2004). HCFA script for R (Version 3.2). Retrieved from http:// www. lingu istics. ucsb. edu/ 

facul ty/ stgri es/ resea rch/ sflwr/ sflwr. html. Accessed 10 May 2017.
Gries, S. Th. (2009). Statistics for linguistics with R: A practical introduction. Mouton de Gruyter.
Goldberg, A. E. (1995). Constructions. A construction grammar approach to argument structure. Univer-

sity of Chicago Press.
Grosser, T. J., Lopez-Kidwell, V., & Labianca, G. (2010). A social network analysis of positive and nega-

tive gossip in organizational life. Group & Organization Management, 35(2), 177–212. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1177/ 10596 01109 360391

Heck, P. R., & Krueger, J. I. (2016). Social perception of self-enhancement bias and error. Social Psy-
chology, 47(6), 327–339. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1027/ 1864- 9335/ a0002 87

Hopper, P., & Thompson, S. A. (1980). Transitivity in grammar and discourse. Language, 56(2), 
251–299.

Jespersen, O. (1961). A Modern English grammar on historical principles. In seven parts. Part IV: Syntax 
(third volume). Bradford & Dickens, Drayton House.

Killie, K. (2004). Subjectivity and the English progressive. English Language and Linguistics, 8(1), 
25–46. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1017/ S1360 67430 40012 36

Kniffin, K. M., & Wilson, D. S. (2010). Evolutionary perspectives on workplace gossip: Why and how 
gossip can serve groups. Group & Organization Management, 35(2), 150–176. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1177/ 10596 01109 360390

Kowalski, R. M. (2002). Whining, griping, and complaining: Positivity in the negativity. Journal of Clin-
ical Psychology, 58(9), 1023–1035. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ jclp. 10095

Kranich, S. (2007). Subjectification and the English progressive: The history of ALWAYS + progressive 
constructions. York Papers in Linguistics, 2(8), 120–137.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2012.00956.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2012.00956.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/rev0000139
http://corpus.byu.edu/coca/
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2011.636509
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.8.2.100
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.8.2.78
http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/faculty/stgries/research/sflwr/sflwr.html
http://www.linguistics.ucsb.edu/faculty/stgries/research/sflwr/sflwr.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601109360391
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601109360391
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-9335/a000287
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1360674304001236
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601109360390
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601109360390
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.10095


62 J. Lindley 

1 3

Kranich, S. (2010). The progressive in Modern English: A corpus-based study of grammaticalization and 
related changes. Rodopi.

Kuno, S. (1987). Functional syntax: Anaphora, discourse and empathy. University of Chicago Press.
Kuno, S., & Kaburaki, E. (1977). Empathy and syntax. Linguistic Inquiry, 8(4), 627–672.
Lakoff, G. (1987). Women, fire, and dangerous things. University of Chicago Press.
Langacker, R. W. (1991). Descriptive application. Foundations of Cognitive Grammar (Vol. 2). Stanford 

University Press.
Langacker, R. W. (1999). Losing control: Grammaticization, subjectification, and transparency. In A. 

Blank & P. Koch (Eds.), Historical semantics and cognition (pp. 147–175). Mouton de Gruyter.
Langacker, R. W. (2008). Cognitive Grammar: A basic introduction. Oxford University Press.
Leech, G. (2004). Meaning and the English verb (3rd ed.). Pearson Longman.
Legitt, J. S., & Gibbs, R. W. (2000). Emotional reactions to verbal irony. Discourse Processes, 29(1), 

1–24.
Lindeman, M. I., Durik, A. M., & Dooley, M. (2019). Women and self-promotion: A test of three theo-

ries. Psychological Reports, 122(1), 219–230. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 00332 94118 755096
Lindley, J. (2020). Discourse functions of always progressives: Beyond complaining. Corpus Linguistics 

and Linguistic Theory, 16(2), 333–361. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1515/ cllt- 2016- 0028
Louw, B. (1993). Irony in the text or insincerity in the writer? The diagnostic potential of semantic proso-

dies. In M. Baker, G. Francis, & E. Tognini-Bonelli (Eds.) Text and technology: In honour of John 
Sinclair (pp. 157–176). John Benjamins.

Norlock, K. J. (2018). Can’t complain. Journal of Moral Philosophy, 15(2), 117–135. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1163/ 17455 243- 20170 004

Quirk, R., Greenbaum, S., Leech, G., & Svartvik, J. (1985). A comprehensive grammar of the English 
language. Longman.

Römer, U. (2005). Progressive, patterns, pedagogy: A corpus-driven approach to English progressive 
forms, functions, contexts and didactics. John Benjamins.

Schmid, H.-J. (2007). Entrenchment, salience, and basic levels. In D. Geeraerts & H. Cuyckens (Eds.), 
The Oxford handbook of Cognitive Linguistics (pp. 117–138). Oxford University Press.

Scopelitti, I., Loewenstein, G., & Vosgerau, J. (2015). You call it “self exuberance”; I call it “bragging”: 
Miscalibrated predictions of emotional responses to self-promotion. Psychological Science, 26(6), 
903–914. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 09567 97615 573516

Silverstein, M. (1976). Hierarchy of features and ergativity. In R. M. W. Dixon (Ed.), Grammatical cat-
egories in Australian languages (pp. 112–171). Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies.

Sinclair, J. M. (Ed.). (1990). Collins COBUILD English grammar. Collins.
Smitterberg, E. (2005). The progressive in 19th-Century English: A process of integration. Rodopi.
Stefanowitsch, A., & Gries, S. Th. (2003). Collostructions: Investigating the interaction of words and 

constructions. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics, 8(2), 209–243. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 
00221 46510 395592

Taylor, J. R. (1994). Possessives and topicality. Functions of Language, 1(1), 67–94.
Thoits, P. A. (2011). Mechanisms linking social ties and support to physical and mental health. Journal of 

Health and Social Behavior, 52(2), 145–161. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1177/ 00221 46510 395592
Timberlake, A. (1975). Hierarchies in the genitive of negation. Slavic and East European Journal, 19(2), 

123–138.
Traugott, E. C. (1990). From less to more situated in language: The unidirectionality of semantic change. 

In S. M. Adamson, V. A. Law, N. Vincent, & S. Wright (Eds.), Papers from the 5th International 
Conference on English Historical Linguistics (pp. 496–517). John Benjamins.

Von Eye, A. (2001). Configural frequency analysis—Version 2000: A program for 32 bit Windows oper-
ating systems. Methods of Psychological Research Online, 6(2), 129–139.

Wolfson, N. (1988). The bulge: A theory of speech behaviour and social distance. In J. Fine (Ed.), Second 
language discourse: A textbook of current research (pp. 21–38). Ablex.

Wright, S. (1994). The mystery of the modal progressive. In D. Kastovsky (Ed.), Studies in Early Modern 
English (pp. 467–485). Mouton de Gruyter.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0033294118755096
https://doi.org/10.1515/cllt-2016-0028
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20170004
https://doi.org/10.1163/17455243-20170004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615573516
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510395592
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510395592
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510395592

	Connecting Grammatical Person, Humanness, and Discourse Functions: Always Progressives as a Case Study
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background
	Person, Humanness, and Related Features
	Always Progressives

	Method
	Data
	Token Collection
	Coding of Function
	Coding of Subject Type
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Goodness-of-fit Tests
	Configural Frequency Analysis

	Discussion
	Complaints
	Type Addr-Complain
	Type 3P-Complain
	Anti-type Gen-Complain
	Anti-type 1PP-Complain
	Anti-type NH-Complain

	Positive Evaluations
	Anti-type 1P-Positive
	Type 3P-Positive


	Concluding Remarks
	Acknowledgements 
	References




