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1. Introduction 

Adverbs are considered one of the most elusive lexical categories in the English language. They 

lack a clear-cut definition, and their ambiguous nature is only strengthened by their functions. 

Adverbs can be used to provide propositional content, interpersonal information, or to 

organize discourse. Although one would hope that each adverb serves only one of these 

functions, this lexical class is characterized by its ability to encode multiple relations and by a 

tendency to shift from one function to another. This elusiveness as well as this propensity for 

change represent the main topics of this study.  

This thesis is a diachronic corpus linguistic study that delves into the functional 

development of definitely, obviously, and certainly. These three -ly adverbs are prototypical 

members of the semantic field of certainty, and their diachronic development is characterized 

by the processes of (inter)subjectification and grammaticalization. To illustrate, the three 

adverbs of certainty experienced a significant functional shift and changed from expressions 

conveying ideational information to interpersonal markers that are used to encode the 

speaker/addressee’s perspective and attitude. A clear illustration of this shift would be 

definitely. The adverb’s first attested uses were concerned with the expression of manner, see 

(1.1), and it gradually developed to also encode interpersonal uses, such as addressing the 

speaker’s cognitive stance, see (1.2).   

(1.1) [H]e had spoken it definitely, in the name of the lord, […] (EEBO, 1600)1 

(1.2) That's not going to happen, definitely? (COCA, 2018) 

The motivation behind this study is to conduct an exhaustive analysis that captures the 

nuances in the functional development of definitely, obviously, and certainly. Although the 

adverbial group of modal certainty has been the subject of some synchronic (Simon-

Vandenbergen & Aijmer 2007) and diachronic studies (Traugott 2012; Suzuki 2015), 

approaches relating their (inter)subjectification and grammaticalization to a functionalist 

framework have been all but non-existent. Therefore, this thesis aims to create a 

comprehensive analysis that examines the semantic, pragmatic, and syntactic features of 

these three adverbs of certainty and describes how they have shifted in the last 200 years.  

To examine the adverbs’ functional shift, the following research question has been 

devised:  

 
1 If there is no explicit reference to another article or corpus, the language example was created by the author. 
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Did the adverbs of certainty definitely, obviously, and certainly experience a functional 

shift from 1820 to 2010? 

As evident from this inquiry, the aim of this study is to determine whether -ly adverbs that 

belong to the semantic field of modal certainty exhibit similar diachronic clines. The primary 

assumption is that these adverbs have indeed developed in a similar manner. While this 

approach also sheds light on their emergence and early behaviors, the data analysis primarily 

focuses on the period between the 1820s and the 2010s. The reason for this is that this study 

works with data from the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA). As the COHA covers 

a 200-year span, it serves as an efficient tool for analyzing recent developments of lower and 

medium frequency items (Davies 2012: 172). Overall, this research question is addressed by 

investigating several features, including the adverbs' functional shift, syntactic distribution, 

and their relationship to diachronic phenomena such as (inter)subjectification, 

adverbialization, and grammaticalization. 

With regard to the structure, the present study is divided into multiple parts. The first 

part provides a selective overview of adverbial features and the theoretical concepts analyzed 

in this approach. Since adverbs are notoriously challenging to categorize, sections 2 and 3 

delve into their pragmatic, semantic, and syntactic features. Section 2 draws upon descriptive 

grammars by Quirk et al. (1985), Huddlestone and Pullum (2002), and Ernst (2001), while 

section 3 explores how Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG) can be used to categorize English 

adverbials2. Section 4 concludes the literature review by examining the diachronic processes 

explored in this study, namely (inter)subjectification, grammaticalization, adverbialization, 

and pragmaticalization. The subsequent part describes the methodology. This section 

highlights the research design (section 5.1), presents the corpora, samples, and queries for 

the data analysis (section 5.2), and introduces the analytical framework employed in the data 

analysis (section 5.3). After outlining the ways in which the three adverbs of certainty can be 

analyzed, the following sections present the final results. Section 6 contains a synchronic and 

diachronic analysis of definitely, obviously, and certainly, while section 7 discusses the 

adverbs’ grammaticalization and subjectification (section 7.1), their leftward movement and 

intersubjectivity (section 7.2), and the reliability of the COHA’s datasets (section 7.3). Finally, 

section 8 concludes the study by summarizing the results and addressing the overarching 

 
2 Although adverbials represent a broader lexical category than single-word adverbs. This approach may use 
the terms interchangeably in some contexts.  
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research question, highlighting both the similarities and differences in the functional 

developments of the adverbs.  
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2. Features of adverbial constructions in descriptive accounts 

Adverbs are considered one of the most elusive lexical categories in the English language. They 

are comprised of several dissimilar items that make it difficult to formulate a clear-cut 

definition (Suzuki 2015: 1365-1366). To make sense of this lexical category, this section 

provides a selective and non-exhaustive overview of how some descriptive grammars define 

the discourse-pragmatic, semantic, and syntactic features of English adverbials.  

 

2.1 Discourse-pragmatic features 

When describing the discourse-pragmatic features, one is usually referring to the functions 

for which speakers employ adverbial expressions. To show how adverbials can be applied, this 

section addresses the definitions by Quirk et al. (1985), Ernst (2001), and Huddlestone and 

Pullum (2002).  

Most descriptive grammars categorize adverbial expressions according to their role 

within discourse and their relation to other clause elements. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 

501), these roles can be differentiated into four adverbial categories: adjuncts, subjuncts, 

conjuncts, and disjuncts. Adjuncts closely resemble other constituent parts of the sentence 

and provide crucial information about the utterance (Quirk et al 1985: 504). They are similar 

to subjects, complements, and objects in terms of weight and take an obligatory role in the 

sentence, see (2.1) (Quirk et al. 1985: 504). Through this, adjuncts are relatively simple to 

identify since they can be contrasted in both alternative interrogation and negation, see (2.2) 

and (2.3), and be the focus of a cleft sentence, see (2.4) (Quirk et al. 1985: 504). In terms of 

subclassifications, this type of adverbial can be categorized into predicating and sentence 

adjuncts. Predicating adjuncts modify the verb or the post-verbal elements, see (2.5), while 

sentence adjuncts relate to the sentence as a whole. Apart from their modification, these 

subtypes are also distinguished according to centrality. To illustrate, predication adjuncts need 

to remain in the presence of the verb and exhibit a relatively fixed position within a sentence, 

while sentence adjuncts are never grammatically essential and can be moved throughout the 

sentence with little consequence for the stylistic and semantic effect of an utterance, see (2.6) 

and (2.7) (Quirk et al. 1985: 505).   

(2.1) The man suddenly appeared. 

(2.2) Did the spot appear suddenly or gradually?  

(2.3) He did not appear gradually, but suddenly. 
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(2.4) It was suddenly when the man appeared. 

(2.5) Her face slowly turned red.  

(2.6) She bought her first car in Vienna.   

(2.7) In Vienna, she bought her first car. 

Subjuncts take a more subordinate role in the clause and can be used to convey the speaker’s 

viewpoint, emphasis, intensification, or focus, see (2.8) (Quirk et al. 1985: 567). For this 

approach, the most interesting of these subfunctions are emphasizers. These types of 

subjunct express the semantic role of modality and have a reinforcing effect on the clause’s 

truth value, see (2.9) (Quirk et al. 1985: 583). Unlike adjuncts, this non-obligatory clause 

element cannot undergo focusing tests such as negation, interrogation, or clefting (Quirk et 

al. 1985: 566).  Although these features differentiate subjuncts from regular adjuncts, there 

are some instances in which the same adverb may be grammatically an adjunct in one 

sentence and a subjunct in another. This is best exemplified in (2.10) and (2.11), in which 

definitely functions as a manner adjunct in (2.10) while it serves as a subjunct in (2.11).  

(2.8) This could actually be the case.  

(2.9) He really could have hurt himself.  

(2.10) The project would have been much better if you wrote down the instructions more 

definitely.  

(2.11) I definitely believe it was like that. 

Disjuncts are an adverbial category that is used to express an evaluation of what is being said 

with respect to either the form or meaning of an utterance, see (2.12) (Quirk et al. 1985: 615). 

The property that sets disjuncts apart from adjuncts and subjuncts is that they are syntactically 

detached and take a more superordinate role in comparison to other clause elements (Quirk 

et al. 1985: 613). They, in effect, serve as a comment on the sentence rather than a component 

of it. Disjuncts are usually divided into two types: style and content disjuncts. Style disjuncts 

are quite overt about the verb of speaking and draw attention to both what is said and also 

how something is being said, see (2.13) (Quirk et al. 1985: 615). Content disjuncts, on the other 

hand, are a comment on what is being said and either express degrees of truth or personal 

convictions about an utterance, see (2.14) (Quirk et al. 1985: 621). The primary difference 

between these subtypes is that the style disjunct draws attention to the language of the 

sentence, while the content disjunct is more of an expression of the speaker’s belief and 

attitude. Lastly, conjuncts are the least relevant for this approach and are characterized by 
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organizing discourse. They express how the speaker views the relations between linguistic 

units or sentences as a whole (Quirk et al. 1985: 631).  Some common conjuncts are cohesive 

devices such as furthermore, moreover, etc. To summarize, when looking at these four 

adverbial types by Quirk et al. (1985), it can be said that they fall into three different domains. 

Adjuncts express the conceptual domain, disjuncts and subjuncts refer to the interpersonal 

domain, and conjuncts are concerned with the discourse-organizational domain.  

(2.12) Honestly, I believe he did it. 

(2.13) Frankly, he has no chance. 

(2.14) Possibly, this could be the case. 

Now that we have examined Quirk et al.’s functional categories (1985), let us consider 

the classification by Huddlestone and Pullum (2002). Their analytical framework only 

distinguishes between two functional types: adjuncts and supplements. Adjuncts are the 

primary category and have an identifying function within the VP or clause. They are 

differentiated into various subfunctions, with the most relevant being manner and modal 

adjuncts. Manner adjuncts are realized by adverbial phrases and characterize how the VP 

takes place, see (2.16), while modal adjuncts fulfill an epistemic function and display the 

speaker’s assessment of the truth of the proposition or the speaker’s commitment to its truth, 

see (2.16) (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 670, 767). Supplements, on the other hand, represent 

a functional category that adds non-essential information which further identifies the element 

to which they attach (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 1353). Supplements occupy a position in 

the linear sequence of a sentence but are not part of its syntactic structure (Huddlestone & 

Pullum 2002: 1350). They are similar to Quirk et al.’s (1985) disjuncts as they are superordinate 

of the sentence and fulfill a commenting/emphasizing function, see (2.17).  Supplements, in 

effect, serve an interpersonal function and modify the anchor clause to which they belong 

(Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 1360). When comparing the properties of adjuncts and 

supplements in Huddlestone and Pullum’s account (2002), their main differences are 

expressed in semantic, syntactic, and prosodic terms rather than functional ones. So, the most 

crucial differences between these functional types are addressed in sections 2.2 and 2.3.  

(2.15) She explained it definitely.  

(2.16) He definitely didn’t listen to her.  

(2.17) Honestly, we could have done better by ourselves. 
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With regards to Ernst (2001: 6), the author is largely concerned with the syntax of 

adjuncts and their semantic determinants (2002: 6). He does, therefore, not provide much 

information about the discourse-pragmatic features of adverbs. However, Ernst did put 

special emphasis on the Fact-Event Object as a framework with which one can identify the 

function of an adverbial. The Fact-Event Object refers to the events and propositions in a 

clause and describes how the speaker relates adverbial expressions to the verb or the clause 

as a whole (Ernst 2001: 6). To further illustrate, Ernst (2001: 9) divides adverbs into four larger 

groups: predicational, domain, participant, and functional adverbs. The most relevant of these 

categories are predicational adverbs with their speaker- and subject-oriented subfunctions. 

Speaker-oriented serve an interpersonal function and attach themselves to propositions, see 

(2.18), while subject-oriented adverbials serve an ideational function and refer to events, see 

(2.19).  

(2.18) I definitely agree.  

(2.19) She took the matter very seriously.  

To summarize, this section has shown that although the three descriptive grammars 

have different methods of identifying adverbial expressions, their underlying definitions are 

concerned with expressions of the conceptual, interpersonal, and discourse-organizational 

domains.  

 

2.2 Semantic features 

This section pertains to the meaning-related dimension of adverbial use. Since this approach 

is concerned with the overall development of the three adverbs of certainty, the primary focus 

will be on semantic expressions of manner and modality. 

Regarding the semantics of adverbials, Quirk et al. (1985: 479) generally distinguishes 

between seven main categories: space, time, process, respect, contingency, modality, and 

degree. These semantic classifications are relatively rudimentary and encompass the most 

general notions of adverbials. In terms of this MA thesis, the most relevant categories are 

process, modality, and degree. First, process adverbials are found in the vicinity of the verb 

and indicate the manner, means, instruments, or agents involved in an action (Quirk et al. 

1985: 482). Manner represents the most relevant subtype as it indicates how an action/state 

was carried out, see (2.20). Second, modality adds truth value, or force to a sentence. This 

semantic category is divided into emphasis, approximation, and restriction (Quirk et al. 1985: 
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485). These three aspects are situated on a spectrum and add/deduct weight from an 

expression. To illustrate, emphasis can be used to highlight the positive and negative poles of 

a statement, see (2.21) and (2.22), restriction takes away from this focus, see (2.23), and 

approximation represents the middle ground between the poles that can be expressed, see 

(2.24) (Quirk et al. 1985: 485). Lastly, degree is generally “concerned with the assessment of 

gradable constituents in relation to an imaginary scale” (Quirk et al. 1985: 485). Its most 

common manifestations are amplification, diminution, and measure (Quirk et al. 1985: 485). 

Amplification and diminution form a spectrum and assert a low or high degree, as in (2.25) 

and (2.26), while measure forms the middle ground between these two positions and 

expresses a degree that is neither high nor low, see (2.27) (Quirk et al. 1985: 486).  

Interestingly, when comparing the makeup of modality and degree, there are some instances 

where the meanings may overlap. This is because the semantic categories are not necessarily 

clear-cut and there are instances in which one meaning can shade over another, especially if 

an adverbial has multiple interpretations. Although the semantic model by Quirk et al. (1985: 

186) does exhibit some overlaps, its application is still warranted as they have the potential 

“for acceptable co-occurrence in the same clause”, see (2.28).  

(2.20) To speak more definitely; it seems plain. (COHA, 1938)   

(2.21) He has certainly been enthusiastic about his proposal.  

(2.22) He hasn’t certainly been enthusiastic about his proposal.  

(2.23) He has allegedly copied most of her ideas.  

(2.24) He has only been enthusiastic about his proposal. 

(2.25) He really wants to drink.  

(2.26) He hardly wants to drink.  

(2.27) He has drunk sufficiently today. 

(2.28) I think your brother's probably really busy, okay? (COHA, 2012) 

Moving on to consider Huddlestone and Pullum (2002), the authors offer two methods 

with which one can examine the semantics of adverbials. First, they can be distinguished in 

terms of orientation. Adjuncts may either be VP- or clause-oriented.  VP-oriented adjuncts 

modify the predicate, while clause-oriented adjuncts modify the applicability of the clause 

content (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 683). These categories are then further differentiated 

into semantic types. The following sentences exemplify the most relevant for this approach:  

(2.29) She nodded nervously.  
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(2.30) He’ll certainly like it.  

(2.31) He’ll probably like it. 

(2.32) Definitely, it was a waste of time. 

(2.29) is an instance of a VP-oriented adjunct. Nervously, in this case, serves as a manner 

adjunct and characterizes how the verb nodded is performed. (2.30) and (2.31) are instances 

of clause-oriented adjuncts. (2.30) expresses modality and refers to the speaker’s assessment 

of the truth of a proposition (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 767). When examining modality 

more closely, it is usually differentiated in terms of strength. Modal adjuncts such as certainly 

in (2.30), commit the speaker to the truth of the proposition, while adverbs such as probably 

in (2.31) allow for the possibility that the proposition is untrue. Modal adjuncts, in effect, grant 

the speaker the opportunity to regulate their commitment to the truth. Moving on, (2.32) is 

an instance of a speech-act adjunct. This semantic subtype is not concerned with the 

expressed proposition of a sentence but rather encodes the speech act performed in uttering 

the clause (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 773). Speech-act adverbs appear more peripherally 

as they have no bearing on the clause’s overall truth value (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 773). 

Interestingly, when looking at these differentiations, it is important to mention that most –ly 

adverbs are not restricted to one semantic category and may be part of two or more 

categories (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 672). This is because adverbial meanings are not 

necessarily dependent on the adverbs themselves but rather on the relations they take within 

a clause.  

Huddlestone and Pullum’s (2002) second method of differentiating adverbial meaning 

is by focusing on restrictiveness and integration. As already mentioned in section 2.1, their 

model differentiates between adjuncts and supplements. Adjuncts bear relative scope over 

the utterance and serve as modifiers contributing to the overall meaning of a predication or a 

clause (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 667). This means that they add to the truth value and 

express relatively constant kinds of meaning. Supplements, on the other hand, contribute 

information but are not syntactically licensed by the anchor with which they are semantically 

compatible, as in (2.33) (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 1351). Supplements, in effect, do not 

influence the truth value of an utterance and only contribute additional information 

(Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 1352). Consequently, it can be said that adjuncts represent 

restrictive elements within the clause structure, while supplements are non-restrictive 

elements in a more peripheral position.  
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(2.33) Definitely, I think they had enough. 

Like Huddlestone and Pullum, Ernst (2001) argues that adverbials can be classified by 

examining their relation to the proposition or the event of an utterance. If adverbs relate to 

the event, they are subject-oriented and if they relate to the proposition, they are speaker-

oriented. Subject-oriented adverbs take events as their argument and indicate ideational 

relations, such as manner (Ernst 2001: 105). This type of adverb is divided into two types: 

agent-oriented, and mental-attitude adverbs (Ernst 2001: 54). Agent-oriented adverbs 

indicate the way in which an event was carried out by an agent, see (2.34), while mental-

attitude adverbs refer to the mental attitudes with which an action has taken place, see (2.35). 

For the purposes of this study, the most relevant subtypes are agent-oriented adverbs as they 

are used to indicate manner. Interestingly, this semantic class usually consists of verb-

modifying uses of adverbs whose lexical entries are based on more diverse clausal readings 

(Ernst 2001: 56). While this may cause some ambiguity, there are two semantic features that 

clearly indicate if an adverbial expresses manner. First, they require an overt manifestation of 

the quality expressed by an adverb (Ernst 2001: 56). This means that these adverbs express 

an ideational meaning rather than an interpersonal one. Second, the manner meaning 

distinguishes the event from other events (2001: 57). When using a manner adverb, the 

speaker does not highlight their personal attitude but rather describes the properties that 

distinguish an event from others. Speaker-oriented adverbs, on the other hand, are used to 

describe the proposition of a clause. They are divided into three types: speech-act, epistemic, 

and evaluative adverbs (Ernst 2001: 69). For this approach, the most relevant subtypes are 

speech-act and epistemic adverbials. Speech-act adverbs are characterized by their ability to 

provide clausal readings as well as their function of inviting an act of communication, see 

(2.36), and epistemic modals are predicates about the truth of a proposition, see (2.37) (Ernst 

2001: 70-73). Epistemic modals usually serve as an assertion about the clause’s truth value in 

terms of possibility and may also include evidentials, which are generally used to describe the 

ease and clarity of perceiving the truth value of a proposition, see (2.38) (Ernst 2001:74). When 

examining the relation between modal and manner readings, there are instances in which the 

intended meanings are not entirely clear. This ambiguity is not necessarily due to homonymy 

but rather due to the existence of two lexical entries; manner readings are derived by rules 

mapping syntax to semantic representation, while clausal readings are constructed by the 

means of a derived event (Ernst 2001: 68-69).  
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(2.34) He rudely interrupted the teacher.  

(2.35) She reluctantly agreed to his proposition.  

(2.36) Honestly, I think this was a bad idea. 

(2.37) He probably did not listen. 

(2.38) Clearly, this must have been the case. 

To summarize, the three descriptive grammars have relatively similar methods of 

identifying the semantic content of adverbials. They are usually concerned with the adverbial’s 

relation to the verb or clause, and they fall into similar categories, such as manner and 

modality. These differentiations represent the theoretical groundwork for this approach, and 

their relation to SFG is further illustrated in section 5.3.1. 

 

2.3 Syntactic features  

Now that we have defined the discourse-pragmatic and semantic features of adverbials, it is 

necessary to address syntax. To illustrate how the position of adverbial expressions is 

analyzed, the following section provides a selective overview of the most common syntactical 

features of -ly adverbs.  

First of all, Quirk et al. (1985: 490) noted that there is a clear difference in the way 

adverbs can be positioned compared to other constituents of a phrase as they have relative 

freedom in the positions they take. While some positions are less likely, none of them are 

unacceptable. In their approach, Quirk et al. (1985: 491) noted that adverbial position is 

generally affected by several factors, such as the information structure of a sentence and the 

adverb’s relation to it. Not all adverbials have the same range; their realization and their 

grammatical/semantic typology have a strong influence on where they are placed (Quirk et al. 

1985: 491). Since single-word adverb phrases (e.g. definitely & indeed) are the most mobile, 

they can appear in three overall positions, namely initial, medial, and final (Quirk et al. 1985: 

491). The initial position is relatively straightforward and describes adverbs that precede all 

other clause elements, see (2.39). This position fulfills a scene-setting function and is 

particularly appropriate for sentence adverbials, disjuncts, and conjuncts (Quirk et al. 1985: 

491). Apart from some exceptions, such as degree adverbs, most types of adverbial 

realizations may appear in this position (Quirk et al. 1985:491). The medial position, on the 

other hand, is generally used by solitary clause-internal adverbials that appear after the 

subject/operator and have other clause elements following it, see (2.40) and (2.41) (Quirk et 
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al. 1985: 492-493). Semantically, the medial position is associated with modality and degree, 

while grammatically, the medial position is dominated by focusing and intensifying subjuncts 

(1985: 493). Moving on to the end position, Quirk et al. (1985: 498) argued that it refers to 

adverbials that follow all obligatory elements [S + V + O + A] of a clause, see (2.42) and (2.43). 

When examining these three positions as a whole, each type of adverbial realization has its 

preferred position. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 501), open-class adverbs, such as the ones 

analyzed in this approach, tend to appear in the medial position. Nevertheless, a significant 

percentage of -ly adverbs still appear in both the end and initial position (Quirk et al. 1985: 

501). The initial position is likely to contain more modal meanings, while the end position 

favors obligatory adjuncts such as manner (Quirk et al. 1985: 500).  

(2.39) Clearly, he didn’t pay attention. 

(2.40) He seriously considered writing about this topic. 

(2.41) He has suddenly decided to change it.  

(2.42) He prayed fervently.  

(2.43) She placed her hand lightly on the table. 

As already mentioned in sections 2.1 and 2.2, Huddlestone and Pullum (2002) only 

differentiate between adjuncts and supplements. Adjuncts may appear in all three clausal 

positions: front, central, and end (Huddlestone 2002: 669). These positions provide crucial 

information about the orientation of an adjunct as VP-oriented tend to appear in central and 

end positions, while clause-oriented adjuncts favor the initial and central positions 

(Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 579). Interestingly, clause-oriented adjuncts can only appear in 

the clause-final position with prosodic detachment, as in (2.44) (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 

579). Supplements, on the other hand, are not as tightly integrated into the clause structure. 

While they do occupy a position in the linear structure, they are not syntactically integrated 

(Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 1350). They represent an interruption to the flow of the clause 

and are usually offset in writing by a comma, see (2.45) (Huddlestone & Pullum 2002: 1350).  

Overall, adjuncts and supplements can be differentiated by their overall integration within the 

clause’s linear structure. If an adverb is offset by punctuation or intonation, they are identified 

as supplements, while adjuncts are syntactically and prosodically integrated into the clause. 

(2.44) I would watch this every week, definitely. (COCA, 2012) 

(2.45) Clearly, he didn’t listen. 
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According to Ernst (2001: 114), predicational adverbs, such as the ones analyzed in this 

approach, can appear anywhere starting from the rightmost to the leftmost position of a 

clause. To analyze them, Ernst (2001: 114) proposes the scope theory, which assumes that 

adverbs must relate to the event or proposition to which they are adjoined. For example, if an 

adverb is the sister constituent of an event, it must indicate a manner meaning.  This means 

that, unlike the approaches by Quirk et al. (1985) and Huddlestone and Pullum (2002), the 

scope theory does not differentiate adverbs in terms of initial, medial, and end position but 

rather by their appearance within the clause structure. Manner, or agent-oriented adverbs, 

require a specified event which is usually found in the VP or PredP (Ernst 2001: 115). Epistemic 

adverbs relate to the proposition and are, therefore, not occurring right of an aspectual head 

(Ernst 2001: 115). Lastly, speech-act adverbs cannot be placed to the right of any auxiliary at 

the deep structure as they would otherwise relate to an event or a proposition (Ernst 2001: 

115). Overall, Ernst’s scope theory provides a framework for analyzing predicational adverbs, 

by disregarding their position within the clause structure and by focusing instead on their 

relationship to the event or proposition. 

To summarize, these approaches have different criteria for identifying the syntax of 

adjuncts. Quirk et al. (1985) and Huddlestone and Pullum (2002) argue that adverbs should be 

differentiated in terms of initial, medial, and end position, while Ernst (2001) argues that the 

semantic meaning of an adverbial is influenced by the scope of the fact or event to which an 

adverbial is adjoined to. Even though these definitions do differ, they find similarities in the 

fact that manner readings are primarily found in the right periphery of the clause, while 

clausal/epistemic meanings are largely found to the left.  
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3. Systemic Functional Grammar 

This chapter presents the most general features of the functionalist approach and describes 

how it can be used to define English adverbials.  

 

3.1 General features of Systemic Functional Grammar 

SFG is a linguistic school of thought that attempts to describe grammar and language in 

general. Its underlying belief is that language is an instrument of communication and “that 

this fact is central in explaining why languages are as they are” (Butler 2003: 2).  The 

framework is partly seen as a reaction to generativism and represents a non-modular 

approach to language. This means that functionalism rejects that grammar is self-contained 

and instead assumes that it is context-dependent (Butler 2003: 29).  SFG’s object of study is, 

therefore, geared toward communication as a whole and the various contexts in which it is 

found (Heine & Narrog 2010: 14).  To further address this theoretical paradigm, the following 

paragraphs explore the primary notions of SFG and show how it can be used to analyze 

language.  

When examining language from the perspective of SFG, meaning is always derived from 

context. This notion of context is relatively complex and divided into multiple types:  

 

Figure 1. Representation of contexts in SFG. 

As can be seen in Figure 1, context is divided into three major types: context of culture, context 

of situation, and (co-)text (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 32-33). Context of culture refers to 

the cultural heritage of a society and entails the meanings and assumptions shared by a 
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community of people (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 34). Since context of culture is very broad, 

one must examine language on a smaller scale. This is done through the context of situation. 

This type of context “is a theoretical construct for explaining how a text relates to the social 

processes within which it is located” (Halliday 1978: 10). (Co-)text, in this case, represents a 

product of discourse and is the most basic unit of analysis with which the context of a situation 

can be identified. In terms of linguistic analysis, the context of situation is characterized by 

three variables, each of which activates a metafunction of language. These variables are the 

Field, the Tenor, and the Mode. The Field describes what is going on in a situation and is used 

to invoke the experiential metafunction (Halliday 1978: 33). This means that it conveys 

conceptual/propositional information about an utterance. The Tenor invokes the 

interpersonal metafunction and refers to the social relations existing between the 

interlocutors (Halliday 1978: 33). Lastly, the Mode refers to the role played by language itself 

and is concerned with the textual metafunction (Halliday 1978: 33). In conjunction, these 

three variables shape the form of language and can be used as an analytical tool for 

communication.  

Moving to the application, the starting point of a systemic functional analysis is the 

clause. In SFG, the clause can be interpreted in three ways based on the three metafunctions. 

The experiential metafunction sees the clause as a representation that contains a system of 

ideational meanings with which one can describe and interpret the human experience 

encompassed by the text.  It is realized by the transitivity structure whose elements include 

processes, participants, and circumstances (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 83). The textual 

metafunction refers to the clause as a message and consists of the theme and rheme (Halliday 

& Matthiessen 2014: 83). Theme, in this case, refers to the topic of a clause, while rheme 

represents the comment. In short, the textual metafunction is concerned with the 

organization of discourse and the nature and role of language itself. Lastly, the interpersonal 

metafunction sees the clause as an exchange (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 84). This 

understanding of a clause is the most relevant for this approach. Within this framework, the 

clause consists of elements that are tossed back and forth and others that disappear when the 

argument is underway. The component that is handed back and forth is the Mood, while the 

other is referred to as the Residue (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 139). In the mood, one can 

find the subject and the finite, and they represent the clause elements that “cannot disappear 

when the speaker takes up his/her position” (Eggins 2004: 149). The Residue, on the other 
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hand, refers to the elements that are less essential to the arguability of a clause (Eggins 2004: 

155).  This position may contain three different functional elements, namely the predicator, 

the complement, and the adjunct. The predicator adds the lexical content of the verbal group, 

while the complement indexes non-essential participants that are affected by the main 

argument of a proposition (Eggins 2004: 157). Lastly, the adjunct is the least obligatory part of 

a clause and is the primary focus of this study. 

Before continuing with the analysis of adjuncts, it is necessary to mention how a 

systemic functional framework examines language. Unlike generativist approaches, SFG is not 

only based on lexicogrammar but also incorporates semantics, pragmatics, and phonology. In 

fact, SFG views grammar as semantically motivated and the features that create meaning are 

found in a stratum (Halliday 1994: xix). To illustrate, discourse-semantics are realized through 

lexicogrammar, which in turn is realized through phonology or graphology (Eggins 2004: 19). 

This means that SFG explores the form (morphosyntax, phonology) as well as the function 

(semantics, pragmatics) of language to describe how ‘meanings’ are turned into ‘wordings’ 

(Eggins 2004: 19). These stratified relations, as well as their purpose within adjuncts, are 

further illustrated in section 3.2. 

 

3.2 Adverbials in SFG 

When looking at adjuncts in SFG, it is important to establish what purpose they fulfill in 

discourse. Generally, adjuncts are defined as the least obligatory element within the clause. 

They contribute additional information and are identified as elements that have no potential 

to become subjects (Eggins 2004: 158). To describe how adjuncts are classified within SFG, the 

following sections provide a selective summary of their discourse-pragmatic (section 3.2.1), 

semantic (section 3.2.2), and syntactic features (section 3.2.3).  

 

3.2.1 Discourse-pragmatic features 

The functions of adjuncts in SFG are somewhat complicated. The grammatical class takes a 

peripheral role in the clause and can convey a variety of meanings. Generally, adjuncts are 

distinguished into three metafunctional types: circumstantial, modal, and conjunctive 

(Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 156). Circumstantial adjuncts serve the experiential 

metafunction and add conceptual/propositional information to an utterance (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2014: 157). This type of adjunct is usually found in the Residue and sets up a 
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contextualizing relationship between elements without creating a structural link in the 

grammar (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 157).  Modal adjuncts serve the interpersonal 

metafunction and convey aspects “of speakers/writer’s attitude to the message or [their] 

comment on its relevance, reliability, interest, and so on” (Bloor & Bloor 1995: 54).  Modal 

adjuncts add temporality, modality, and intensity in the Mood or interpersonal information in 

the Comment. Lastly, Conjunctive adjuncts consist of either adverbial groups or prepositional 

phrases that connect a clause to the preceding text (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 108). They 

serve the textual metafunction and are generally expressed with cohesive devices, such as 

moreover and furthermore. They, in effect, fulfill a similar purpose as conjunctions (e.g., and, 

but, if) since they signal the rhetorical organization of text (Bloor & Bloor 1995: 56). 

For the purposes of this thesis, the most important metafunctional types are the 

circumstantial and the modal adjuncts. The circumstantial adjunct is important when looking 

at the original manner meanings of the three adverbs of certainty, while the modal 

subfunction provides crucial information about their modal and speech-functional uses. With 

regard to their features, the circumstantial adjunct adds ideational content to the clause by 

expressing the circumstances of a process (Eggins 2004: 159). This is generally done by 

referring to the manner, place, or time surrounding an action, see (3.1). Modal adjuncts, on 

the other hand, add interpersonal meaning to a clause and add the stance of the interlocutors 

to an utterance (Eggins 2004: 160). This type of adjunct is divided into two types, namely the 

mood and the comment adjunct. The mood, or the propositional type, provides information 

about the speaker’s perspective, see (3.2), while the comment, or the speech-functional 

adjunct, has scope over the clause as a whole and represents a comment on the act of 

exchanging propositions, see (3.3) (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 190; Eggins 2004: 162). 

These three types of adjuncts serve as the foundation of this analysis and are crucial for 

identifying the functional shift of the three adverbs of certainty. 

(3.1)  

Simone writes  regularly. 

Subject Finite Adjunct: circumstantial (manner) 

Mood Residue 

 

(3.2)  

Theodore obviously smokes every day 

Subject Adjunct: mood Finite Adjunct: circumstantial (time) 

Mood Residue 
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(3.3)  

Definitely, he was in the courtyard 

Adjunct: comment Subject Finite Adjunct: circumstantial (place) 

 Mood Residue 

 

3.2.2 Semantic features 

Moving on to consider their semantics, the three metafunctional types exhibit unique features 

that are best exemplified in the following paragraphs.  

Starting with the circumstantial adjunct, this type of adverbial is concerned with the 

experiential metafunction of language and adds ideational content to the clause. As the name 

already suggests, circumstantial adjuncts are concerned with the domain of circumstance. 

These elements carry a semantic load while neither being a process nor a participant (Bloor & 

Bloor 1995: 126). In terms of use, circumstantial adjuncts convey experiential/logical 

information such as time, place, manner, cause, accompaniment, beneficiary, matter, and 

agent (Eggins 2004: 159). This means that they can be probed with questions such as how, 

why, when, where, or with what. For this analysis, the most relevant iterations of 

circumstantial adjuncts are the ones conveying manner. Manner adjuncts typically refer to the 

way, or the quality, with which an event/state has taken place, see (3.4) and are found in the 

Residue. These types of adjuncts can generally be probed with how, see (3.5). 

(3.4)  

This time, he wrote the names more definitely. 

Conjunctive Adjunct Subject Finite Predicator Adjunct: circumstantial (manner) 

 Mood Residue 

 
(3.5) A: How did he write the names this time?   B: More definitely. 

Now that we have defined circumstantial adjuncts, it is necessary to move to the modal 

aspect. As already mentioned in section 3.2.1, modal adjuncts express the speaker/writer’s 

attitude or comment and should be distinguished into two types: the mood and the comment 

adjunct (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 184). The mood adjunct is closely related to the 

meaning of the Finite and refers to the modality, temporality, or intensity of a proposition. 

For this thesis, modality represents the most relevant semantic subcategorization. In SFG, 

modality consists of simultaneous systems. These systems entail factors such as modality type, 

orientation, value, and polarity (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 182). In the case of the three 



19 
 

adverbs of certainty, the most important of these distinctions is modalization. This system is 

one-half of the grammatical area of modality and refers to the ways with which speakers can 

introduce their message while also expressing their attitudes and judgments (Eggins 2004: 

172). According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004: 147-150), modalization involves the 

expression of two types of meaning: probability and usuality. Probability refers to the 

likelihood of a proposition, while usuality refers to the frequency. Both types can be classified 

according to their intensity (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 180). For example, probability may 

express a median value, see (3.6), a higher value with certainty, see (3.7), or a lower value 

with possibility, see (3.8). Overall, modalization is the expression of the speaker’s attitude 

toward what they are saying and always involves their implicit judgment (Eggins 2004: 174). 

It, as a result, conveys some truth value about the proposition.  

(3.6) This is probably the case.   Probability/Median 

(3.7) This is certainly the case.   Certainty/High 

(3.8) This is possibly the case.    Possibility/Low 

Moving on to consider comment adjuncts, this subtype of modal adjuncts is not part of 

the proposition realized by the Mood + Residue structure and is rather situated outside of it 

(Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 183).  Comment adjuncts do not influence the truth value of an 

utterance and their main purposes are to comment on the proposition, see (3.9), and/or the 

act of exchanging it, see (3.10) (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 184). This means that they 

provide the speaker’s perspective without influencing the probability, generality, or frequency 

of a proposition (Bloor & Bloor: 1995: 55). Regarding their use, comment adjuncts can be 

divided into two subfunctions: the propositional and the speech-functional type.  The 

propositional type refers to the content of a proposition and only appears in declarative 

clauses (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 192). Interestingly, as seen in (3.11), the propositional 

type may take up the same location as the mood adjunct. They are, however, less integrated 

and are usually indicated by a boundary between tone units or commas in writing (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2014: 190). The speech functional adjunct expresses the speaker’s stance and 

may occur in either declarative or interrogative clauses (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 192). 

The main difference between these two positions is that in a declarative, the adjunct 

expresses the speaker’s angle, see (3.12), while in an interrogative, it describes the perspective 

of the listener, see (3.13) (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 192). This differentiation is very useful 

when assessing the (inter)subjectivity of an expression, see section 7.2.   



20 
 

(3.9) Definitely, this was a good decision. 

(3.10) Frankly, this was a good decision. 

(3.11) Her husband, luckily, has left the house. 

(3.12) Honestly, I think it is right. 

(3.13)  Who do you mean? Your friend, honestly?  

Lastly, conjunctive adjuncts are semantically similar to conjunctions and are primarily 

used as a cohesive device between utterances. They are used to convey the link between the 

clause and what precedes it. While this type of adjunct is not necessarily vital for this analysis, 

it is a clear representation of the textual metafunction. As can be seen in (3.14), the 

conjunctive adjunct does not add to the propositional content of the second sentence but 

rather serves as a link to the previous clause (Bloor & Bloor 1995: 52-53). 

(3.14) I think an analysis at the empirical level is necessary here. For instance, a decent 

example might be […]. (COCA, 2012). 

In conclusion, the semantic meanings of adjuncts can be differentiated in terms of 

experiential, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions. Circumstantial adjuncts are concerned 

with the circumstances involved in an action. Modal adjuncts provide the speaker’s stance, 

perspective, and comment and textual adjuncts are used as cohesive devices. Their application 

within the analysis is further addressed in section 5.3.1. 

 

3.2.3 Syntactic features  

With regard to position, Halliday and Matthiessen (2014) provided only a few remarks on the 

syntax of adjuncts. The following section summarizes the main takeaways and highlights 

methods with which one can analyze the position of adjuncts in SFG.  

The first method of analyzing adjuncts is to examine the clause’s mood structure. 

According to Halliday and Matthiessen, circumstantial adjuncts tend to appear in the 

peripheral end of the Residue, see (3.15), while other adjuncts appear outside of it, see (3.16) 

and (3.17) (2014: 157). The only exception to this is the mood subtype of the modal adjunct, 

which is usually situated in the Mood, see (3.18). The reason for this is that the mood adjunct 

expresses the speaker’s assessment and adds information to the proposition, such as 

likelihood (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 157).  
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(3.15)  

The father  gave the book to his daughter. 

Subject Finite Complement Adjunct: Circumstantial (beneficiary) 

Mood Residue 

 

(3.16)  

Generally,  she works more seriously. 

Adjunct: Comment Subject Finite Adjunct: Circumstantial (manner) 

 Mood Residue 

 

(3.17)  

So,  little Clara is out of work too. 

Adjunct: conjunctive Subject Finite Complement Adjunct: conjunctive 

 Mood Residue  

 

(3.18)  

He certainly told her. 

Subject Adjunct: Mood Finite Predicator 

Mood Residue 

 

Apart from the mood structure, Halliday and Matthiessen (2014: 187) also distinguish 

between three possible positions: thematic/initial, neutral/medial, and end position. All three 

fulfill individual roles and provide some information about the given function of an adjunct. 

The thematic position is situated in front of the subject and provides vital information about 

the Theme of an utterance, see (3.19) (2004: 187). This position is usually occupied by the 

mood or comment adjuncts and may fulfill a propositional purpose as well as a speech-

functional one. For example, in (3.19), honestly is prosodically detached from the utterance 

and provides the speaker’s perspective without changing the clause’s overall truth value, 

while in (3.20), definitely is within the linear structure of the clause and provides truth value 

by assessing the certainty of the proposition. The neutral position, see (3.21), is next to the 

finite verbal operator and does not provide much information about the function of an adjunct 

(Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 187). To clarify, in (3.21), definitely may either function as a 

circumstantial or modal adjunct. The position itself does not provide any information if 

definitely indicates manner (he has listed them in a definite manner) or speaker’s assessment 

(I am certain he listed all ingredients). Lastly, the end position may exhibit two different 

behaviors. First, it is the position in which the circumstantial adjunct most naturally falls as it 
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allows them to carry intonational prominence, see (3.22) (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 158). 

Second, it can also contain comment adjuncts to convey interpersonal information as an 

afterthought, see (3.23) (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 158).  However, if this position is used 

by a comment adjunct it has to be prosodically detached and can never have the only tonic 

prominence in the clause (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 158). Overall, these differentiations 

are very similar to Quirk et al. (1985) and Huddlestone and Pullum (2002), and their overall 

similarities are further illustrated in section 5.3.1. 

(3.19) Honestly, this was a good idea.  

(3.20) Definitely a good sign. (COHA, 2011) 

(3.21) He has definitely listed all ingredients in the recipe. 

(3.22) He should take his work more seriously. 

(3.23) A: Who’s is it?   B: This is Clara’s, obviously?  

In conclusion, SFG only provides a few remarks on the syntax of adjuncts. These features 

are not sufficient for a quantitative analysis. To effectively categorize the functional classes of 

adverbs, it is necessary to incorporate the observations of other descriptive grammars into 

this theoretical paradigm (section 5.3.1). 
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4. Diachronic processes of language change  

Since this thesis is a diachronic corpus linguistic study, the processes with which these changes 

can be measured need to be described in detail. This chapter discusses the concepts applied 

in this approach and describes how they can be used to examine functional shifts in English 

adverbials.  

 

4.1 Subjectification 

Subjectification is the primary concept in this approach. The term refers to a process of 

language change by which certain words, phrases, or grammatical constructions come to 

express different degrees of subjectivity or objectivity. Since subjectification is a rather 

complex phenomenon, it must be observed from a variety of perspectives. Therefore, this 

section is divided into two parts. Section 4.1.1 highlights some of the concept’s most general 

features, while section 4.1.2 narrows its definition and displays how it can be operationalized 

in a linguistic analysis.  

 

4.1.1 A definition of subjectification and intersubjectification 

First, it is necessary to establish what is meant by subjectification. How can the concept be 

defined, and what are some of its most salient features? The following paragraphs provide a 

general definition, highlight the concept’s relation to SFG, explain the differences between 

subjectivity and intersubjectivity, and describe how this pragmatic-semantic process is 

expressed in the development of English adverbials.  

Subjectification is a process in which originally objective expressions begin to encode 

subjective meanings. Although this concept has gained widespread attention in the linguistic 

community, it can have various interpretations depending on the theoretical paradigm one 

uses. To illustrate, subjectification is present in both the functional and the cognitive linguistic 

schools of thought. Even though both frameworks view it as a phenomenon in which an 

expression gains subjectivity over time, their underlying definitions differ (De Smet & 

Verstraete 2006: 372). The functionalist approach is concerned with purely semasiological 

developments, while the cognitive paradigm focuses on the cognitive profiling of the 

conceptualizer3 (Traugott 2012: 9). For this approach, the most relevant understanding is the 

 
3 The cognitive approach was proposed by Langacker (1990: 8), who argued that subjectification was dependent on the 
implicit or explicit reference to the speaker, with the implicit reference being subjective.  
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former. The functional definition of subjectification is characterized by the works of Elisabeth 

Traugott, who describes subjectification as a pragmatic-semantic change in which an originally 

objective meaning becomes more subjective by encoding the speaker’s perspective and self-

image over time (1995: 32; 2003: 124; 2010: 30). One example of this shift would be the 

adverb literally. In (4.1), literally exhibits an objective meaning as it refers to a literal sense 

without exaggeration or metaphor, while in (4.2), literally encodes the speaker’s perspective 

by emphasizing information rather than providing it. Subjectification, in effect, assumes that 

subjective/interpersonal meanings gradually developed out of objective meanings and 

became more widespread over time. 

(4.1) […] and yet, he is literally unknown to us. (COHA, 1823) 

(4.2) […] you could end up literally dying of embarrassment. (COCA, 2011) 

Examining the relation of subjectification and SFG more closely, the Traugottian 

approach largely draws from the Hallidayan distinction between the ideational, textual, and 

interpersonal components of language. For Traugott, subjectification is a functional 

development in which an originally ideational expression gains an interpersonal function over 

time (2010: 32). This means that objective meanings gradually begin to encode “invited 

inferences” to evoke implicatures about the beliefs and attitudes of the speaker (Traugott 

2010: 32-33). Although the Traugottian approach is strongly influenced by the Hallidayan 

metafunctions, the terminology used to track an expression’s diachronic development is not 

the same. To match these differing classifications, Traugott created the following cline of 

(inter)subjectification (Traugott 2010: 34):  

non-/less subjective  - subjective - intersubjective 

Ideational  - interpersonal 

As can be seen in this cline, ideational expressions, which are used to describe conceptual 

information, exhibit an objective meaning, while interpersonal expressions refer to the 

interlocutors’ perspective and attitude. As such, subjectification is not only concerned with a 

shift in encoded meaning but also with pragmatic function. This can be best observed in 

examples such as truly.  The adverb originally used to be a manner adjunct serving a verb-

modifying function, see (4.3), and throughout its subjectification, truly gradually began to also 

encompass more interpersonal meanings such as the degree modifier and the speech-

functional adjuncts, see (4.4) and (4.5). Looking at (4.4) and (4.5) more closely, truly not only 

experienced a shift in lexical meaning but also in grammatical function. In (4.4) truly takes a 
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secondary role within the clause and adds intensity to the proposition, while in (4.5) truly 

moved outside of the linear structure to convey the speaker’s comment about the clause as a 

whole. When analyzing these examples, it can be argued that subjectification is not only a 

change in semantic meaning but also in the grammatical form and position of a word, phrase, 

or construction. 

(4.3) To speak truly, few adult persons can see nature. (COHA, 1836) 

(4.4) She is truly an accomplished woman! (COHA, 1880) 

(4.5) Truly, this new enemy was beyond all understanding. (COHA, 1922) 

Now that we have highlighted the most general features of subjectification, it is also 

necessary to mention that it can be used to distinguish between levels of speaker-relatedness. 

According to Traugott (2010: 35), subjectification is divided into two types: subjectification 

and intersubjectification. Subjectification is a mechanism in which “meanings are recruited by 

the speaker to encode and regulate attitudes and beliefs”, while in intersubjectification, 

meanings are encoded to center the addressee’s self-image and attitude (Traugott 2010: 35). 

To further exemplify this differentiation, in (4.6) definitely exhibits subjectivity as it refers to 

the speaker’s perspective, while in (4.7) definitely displays intersubjectivity as it encodes the 

addressee’s cognitive stance. The Traugottian model, in effect, assumes that 

(inter)subjectification is a gradual process in which a word, phrase, or grammatical 

construction first expresses the speaker’s stance and then begins to encode the addressee’s 

point of view or self-image (Traugott 2003: 128; 2010: 32). In short, (inter)subjectification not 

only tracks functional changes caused by speaker involvement but also pinpoints how the 

interlocutors are enacted in an utterance.  

(4.6) Definitely, you guys should talk. (COCA, 2015) 

(4.7) That’s not going to happen, definitely? (COCA, 2018) 

Another important feature of the Traugottian approach is the tendencies of pragmatic-

semantic change. In her early works, Traugott argued that (inter)subjectification is 

characterized by three underlying tendencies (1989: 34).  Tendency I describes shifts in which 

meanings that encode external situations begin to refer to internal situations such as 

evaluative, cognitive, and perceptual stance (e.g. cheap encoding meanings such as sleazy or 

shabby) (Traugott 1989: 34). Tendency II describes developments in which internal and 

external meanings begin to encode textual and metalinguistic functions (e.g. temporal to 

concessive while) (Traugott 1989: 35). Lastly, Tendency III describes the development in which 
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meanings become increasingly situated in the speakers’ subjective belief/attitude toward a 

situation (Traugott 1989: 31). In terms of their relation to subjectification, the first two 

tendencies represent the bases that feed into the third tendency in which subjectification is 

situated. Tendency I subsumes pejoration, amelioration, and a metaphorical extension from 

concrete/external to abstract/internal domains, while tendency II refers to a shift from a 

conceptual to a speech-act meaning (Visconti 2013: 8). In conjunction, these two tendencies 

cause the third as their underlying processes create a lexical as well as grammatical shift 

toward a more speaker/addressee-oriented function. Interestingly, these tendencies were 

further revised in Traugott and Dasher’s (2002: 40) monograph, in which they argued that a 

number of observed meaning changes follow these semantic-pragmatic tendencies. They, in 

effect, can be used to describe diachronic shifts in which expressions become increasingly 

pragmatic, procedural, or metatextual, with subjectification being only one of these changes 

(Visconti 2013: 9). 

In this approach, subjectification is primarily used to describe the emergence of modal 

and speech-act adverbials. The reason for this is that the three adverbs of certainty examined 

in the present study initially emerged as non-modal expressions that began to encode the 

speaker/addressee’s perspective and point of view. Subjectification is the ideal method of 

analyzing these developments as semantic features such as modality are inherently and 

prototypically subjective (Mitchell 2009: 55). They, in effect, are used to convey the speaker’s 

inferences to establish or assess the factuality of a proposition (Mitchell 2009: 55). In terms of 

position, subjectified adverbials may occur in the initial, medial, and end position of a clause. 

Nevertheless, researchers such as Traugott (2012: 7) have pointed out that there is a possible 

correlation between the position and intonation of an expression and its (inter)subjective 

meaning. The most relevant of which is the leftward movement of adverbials in English. To 

clarify, it has been observed that subjectified elements typically shift to a more leftward 

position than their objective counterparts (Traugott 2010: 60). This general shift can be used 

as a metric to measure the extent of an adverb’s subjectification as modal and speech-

functional meanings tend to occur before the finite operator or in clause-initial position. 

Another important metric for subjectification is the clause periphery. In one of her previous 

approaches, Traugott (2010: 60) argued that peripheral elements are more likely to express 

(inter)subjectivity. This assumption was further expanded in her article in 2012, in which 

Traugott argued that adverbials at the left periphery of the clause are likely to be subjective, 
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while those at the right periphery tend to be intersubjective (2012: 7). This hypothesis 

assumes an asymmetric view of the clause and can be best exemplified in (4.8) and (4.9). As 

can be seen in these examples, actually in (4.8) is subjective as it comments on the 

proposition, while in (4.9) actually is used intersubjectively as it conveys surprise/disbelief and 

is meant to prompt a response from the listener. Although the data in Traugott’s approach did 

not necessarily support this hypothesis about the relation between the clause peripheries and 

(inter)subjectivity, it still highlights a general tendency within the English language. In effect, 

English adverbials that express modal or speech-functional meanings likely underwent 

(inter)subjectification from a non-modal expression, and their overall development can be 

measured by looking at features such as leftward movement and expressions of 

(inter)subjectivity in the clause periphery.  

(4.8) Actually, I feel kind of refreshed. (COCA, 1993) 

(4.9) You don't know, actually? (COCA, 2017) 

In conclusion, subjectification represents a diachronic process of language change with 

which one can track the pragmatic-semantic developments of expressions encoding the 

speaker/addressee’s perspective and attitude. Its functional understanding is characterized 

by three underlying tendencies, and it can be divided into two types, namely subjectification, 

and intersubjectification. The concept’s application is further addressed in section 5.3.2.    

 

4.1.2 Subjectification and the lumping approach 

Although the Traugottian definition of subjectification has been relatively popular in linguistic 

research, it does exhibit some issues. Various scholars have pointed out that the concepts of 

(inter)subjectification and (inter)subjectivity4 are relatively vague and lack a clear-cut 

definition (De Smet & Verstraete 2006: 366; Lopez-Couso 2010: 127; Traugott 2010: 58; 

Visconti 2013: 8). The main argument of this critique is that there are no formal criteria for 

analysis. This is mostly accredited to the broadness of Traugott’s definition, which is 

oftentimes referred to as the lumping approach (De Smet & Verstraete 2006: 373; Visconti 

2013: 9; Lopez-Couso 2010: 127). In this lumping approach, subjectification accounts for 

complex changes in an expression’s use, but it lacks the analytical tools that can be applied 

across languages and linguistic contexts. This claim is further supported by De Smet and 

 
4 (Inter)subjectivity refers to the synchronic dimension, while (inter)subjectification describes the diachronic dimension of 
subjectivity. They are expressions of the same concepts just observed from another point of view (Traugott 2010: 30).  
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Verstraete, who underlined the difficulty of finding common criteria that “distinguish between 

expressions that classify as subjective and […] non-subjective” (2006: 370). Interestingly, this 

lack of an analytical method was acknowledged by Traugott, who questioned the possibility 

of even identifying enough factors “that are replicable across languages and construction-

types” (2010: 58). 

To resolve this classification issue, some researchers proposed analytical frameworks 

that can establish if an expression is objectively or subjectively construed.  The most notable 

of these is by De Smet and Verstraete (2006). In their analytical framework, the authors 

proposed a typology of distinct subcategories with which one can identify various expressions 

of speaker-relatedness. According to De Smet and Verstraete (2006: 384-385), subjectivity is 

divided into three types: pragmatic, ideational, and interpersonal subjectivity. Pragmatic 

subjectivity is independent of semantics and assumes that the construal of any expression is 

based on the speaker’s perspective (De Smet & Verstraete 2006: 384). While this category is 

an inherent quality of meaning, the primary focus of subjectivity lies on speaker-relatedness 

as a semantic feature. This is where ideational and interpersonal subjectivity come into play. 

First, ideational subjectivity is concerned with the representation of the extra-linguistic and 

extra-discursive world and refers to the subjective description of content (De Smet & 

Verstraete 2006: 385). Interpersonal subjectivity, on the other hand, refers to the enactment 

of the speaker’s position in relation to the content of an utterance (De Smet & Verstraete 

2006: 387). According to De Smet and Verstraete (2006: 386), the main method with which 

these types can be differentiated is by using focusability operations such as clefts, 

interrogation, and negative scope. If a linguistic item expresses interpersonal subjectivity, it 

has no focus potential and cannot be the subject of these operations. However, if it does, it is 

ideationally subjective. In their approach, De Smet and Verstraete use the Dutch adjective 

dom as an example of ideational subjectivity. This expression used to convey the strictly 

objective meaning of unintelligent, but later was also used to indicate a negative attitude on 

the part of the speaker, such as cursed, annoying, or bloody (De Smet & Verstraete 2006: 374).  

The authors argued that this development is ideationally subjective as it enacts the speaker’s 

stance, while also conveying conceptual information and being targetable by focusability 

operations. Overall, these subjectivity types allow for the identification of speaker-relatedness 

and assume that subjectification can be distinguished in terms of lexical and grammatical 

change.  
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Now that we have described the main takeaways of De Smet and Verstraete’s model 

(2006), it is necessary to highlight how it differs from the Traugottian approach. Traugott 

(2010: 34) argues that subjectification needs to involve some sort of formal change. This 

means that speaker-relatedness is a quality that can only be found on the interpersonal level 

of grammatical organization.  De Smet and Verstraete (2006: 385), on the other hand, argue 

that subjectivity can also be purely semantic. Their approach is an extension of the Traugottian 

understanding and assumes that speaker involvement is not bound to a grammatical shift but 

can also be identified in the propositional meaning of an expression. The authors, in effect, 

acknowledge that there is some gradience between objective and subjective meanings (De 

Smet & Verstraete 2006: 373). With regards to this approach, De Smet and Verstraete’s 

framework represents a useful tool with which one can identify speaker-relatedness on the 

ideational level of grammatical organization. However, this analytical framework exhibits 

some issues that are worth mentioning. First, the Traugottian approach requires lexical as well 

as grammatical change to be seen as subjectification. Ideational subjectivity does not involve 

a pragmatic shift and should rather be compared to the first tendency of semantic change 

(Visconti 2013: 10). This means that it is more of a semantic shift akin to processes such as 

amelioration, pejoration, and metaphorical extension. Second, the subjectivity types are not 

necessarily applicable to a quantitative analysis. Linguistic items expressing ideational 

subjectivity behave the same as their non-subjective counterparts and do not exhibit any 

distinct formal features. As a result, the approach by De Smet and Verstraete (2006) does not 

fully address the issue of vagueness since there are no syntactic criteria with which one can 

clearly identify subjectivity.  

Overall, the definition of subjectification remains relatively vague and lacks formal 

criteria with which one can identify more gradient expressions of speaker-relatedness. 

Although the model by De Smet and Verstraete (2006) is not able to formally differentiate 

between objective and subjective meanings on the ideational level, it is still applied in this 

approach as it provides the focusability operations used to identify interpersonal subjectivity.  

 

4.2 Grammaticalization 

The following paragraphs define grammaticalization and show how it can be operationalized 

in linguistic research. Additionally, this chapter’s subsections describe the concept’s relations 
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to other diachronic processes, such as subjectification (section 4.2.1), adverbialization (section 

4.2.2), and pragmaticalization (section 4.2.3).  

Grammaticalization is another process of language change that, in conjunction with 

subjectification, forms the basis for this diachronic analysis. The concept can be used to 

describe a language phenomenon “whereby lexical items and constructions come in certain 

linguistic contexts to serve grammatical functions, and once grammaticalized, continue to 

develop new grammatical functions” (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 18). This means that 

grammaticalization is a diachronic development in which particular words, phrases, and 

constructions become more grammatical by changing their semantic, pragmatic, 

morphosyntactic, and (sometimes) phonological structures. Its primary perspective is 

historical, as it can inspect the sources of grammatical forms and the individual steps they took 

in their development. In short, grammaticalization provides the conceptual context with 

which one can analyze the basic non-discreteness of categories and show how a lexical 

element can shift into a grammatical marker (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 3).   

With regards to its features, grammaticalization is not defined in terms of any specific 

phonological, semantic, or morphosyntactic changes but rather by a variety of shifts that 

cause a lexical expression to gain a grammatical function. The processes behind 

grammaticalization are not always the same, and the concept is largely concerned with 

developments “that are more or less frequently found with grammatical expressions” (Boye 

& Harder 2012: 28). So, even though characteristics such as boundness, phonological 

reduction, semantic reduction, closed-class membership, and obligatoriness are very 

common, they do not define the entirety of the concept (Boye & Harder 2012: 29-31).  This is 

important to consider when analyzing the grammaticalization of adverbials. The reason for 

this is that modal adverbs, connectives, and discourse markers generally increase in range and 

do not exhibit typical grammatical developments such as scope-reduction and condensation 

(Traugott 2010: 41).  

Now that we have defined grammaticalization as a multifactorial process, the question 

arises of what constitutes a lexical and grammatical item. If there are no universal 

developments in grammaticalization, how can one identify shifts from a lexical to a 

grammatical meaning? To answer this question, it is first important to establish what 

constitutes a lexical and a grammatical item. According to Hopper and Traugott (2003: 4), 

lexical items represent content words while grammatical items are function words. Content 
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words are conceptually rich and provide lexical information, while function words are more 

abstract and either express the grammatical relations within a sentence or specify the attitude 

or mood of the speaker. In grammaticalization, it is assumed that a content word becomes 

grammaticalized as soon as it describes structural relationships within an utterance. In terms 

of analysis, Boye and Harder (2012: 12) argued that lexical and grammatical meanings can be 

differentiated in terms of discourse prominence. Lexical items are seen as conventionally 

primary since they are not dependent on co-occurring expressions, while grammatical 

constructions are secondary since they cannot stand by themselves. This difference can be 

assessed by analyzing a linguistic item with focalizability and addressability tests. Focalizability 

describes a lexical element’s ability to take a discursively primary status within an utterance 

(Boye & Harder 2012: 14). If an English expression cannot be focalized in clefts, pseudo-clefts, 

narrow focal stress, or by focus particles such as only, just, and even, it should be regarded as 

grammaticalized (Boye & Harder 2012: 14). Addressability, on the other hand, refers to the 

quality of discursively primary elements to be addressed in subsequent discourse (Boye & 

Harder 2012: 14). This difference between lexical and grammatical expression can be best 

observed with the verbs attack and gonna. As seen in (4.10), attack represents a lexical item 

that can be focused by means of stress (4.10a), pseudo-cleft constructions (4.10b), and focus 

particles (4.10c). Additionally, the verb also passes addressability tests by being questioned in 

a yes-no question (4.10b) and a wh-question (4.10c). Gonna, on the other hand, exhibits a 

grammatical status as it cannot undergo these tests without being perceived as 

ungrammatical, see (4.11). Although these focalizability and addressability tests allow for the 

differentiation between lexical and grammatical status, they have their limitations. First, the 

tests cannot always fulfill their diagnostic purpose. For example, clefts, and pseudo-clefts fail 

to distinguish grammatical expressions that are not (sub)constituents, and yes-no questions 

are only applicable for clauses (Boye & Harder 2012: 16). Second, while the focus test in 

(4.10a) is the most convenient way to distinguish between grammatical and lexical meanings, 

it is the least applicable in this approach. This is because this study is primarily based on 

written data, and the stress patterns within a clause are not easily deduced. Lastly, there are 

some exceptions to these tests. A grammatical expression may be focalized or addressed in a 

metalinguistic, see (4.12), or contrastive context, see (4.13) (Boye & Harder 2012: 17). In 

effect, although focalizability and addressability allow for the analysis of lexicality and 

grammaticality, they underlie some structural constraints. 
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(4.10)  

a. You'll ATTACK me the moment I let you go.  

b. A: What I want to do is attack her. B: Really? 

c. I’m ready to just attack him. B: Why do you want to attack him? 

(4.11) Yup, they're gonna get a premium.  

(4.12) A: Did she send her answer? B: No, she is GONNA text her.  

(4.13) She datED him - not dates. 

In sum, this section has displayed that: (i) grammaticalization is a multifactorial process 

with which one can examine the shift from lexical to grammatical expressions; (ii) the 

grammatical status of an expression can be identified by looking at discourse prominence and 

by applying focalizability and addressability tests. The concept’s application to adverbs as well 

as their relation to other diachronic processes is further addressed in the following 

subsections.  

 

4.2.1 Subjectification and grammaticalization   

After describing grammaticalization in more detail, the question arises if this concept is related 

to subjectification. The reason behind this assumption is that both concepts represent 

developments in which a construction turns into “a grammatically identifiable expression of 

speaker belief or speaker attitude to what is said” (Traugott 1995: 32). This means that both 

grammaticalization and subjectification are instances of language change in which an 

expression loses its original function to grammatically encode the speaker’s point of view. This 

section summarizes the most salient arguments for and against this relation and establishes 

which stance is taken in this approach. 

The approach arguing for a relation between subjectification and grammaticalization is 

relatively straightforward. The diachronic processes regularly co-occur with one another, and 

subjectification can not only cause changes in pragmatic-semantic meaning but also form. 

Through this, the assumption arises that subjectification is a subprocess of 

grammaticalization. If a development causes a more grammatical function by encoding the 

speaker’s perspective, then it should not be regarded as an independent process. This is 

emphasized by Traugott’s second tendency, which argues that grammaticalization is 

inseparable from functional change as it indicates shifts in which externally or internally 

described situations become meanings based on textual or metalinguistic situations (Traugott 
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1989: 35). One example of this would be the development of modal verbs. According to 

Loureiro-Porto, verbs such as need developed in a highly grammaticalized context, and their 

emergence would not have been possible without them entering the group of modal verbs 

(2012: 233). Through this, it can be argued that subjectification cannot be observed separately 

and necessarily involves a shift to a more grammatical function. 

The Traugottian approach, on the other hand, regards subjectification and 

grammaticalization as independent phenomena that may or may not co-occur.  According to 

Traugott (2010: 38), neither subjectification nor intersubjectification necessarily need to entail 

grammaticalization. This is because a word may encode the speaker’s viewpoint and attitude 

without changing its formal features to a more grammatical status. This understanding draws 

from De Smet and Verstraete’s classification of ideational subjectivity (2006: 385), in which it 

was argued that an expression may be subjective while still conveying lexical information. 

Nevertheless, Traugott did emphasize that there is a “strong correlation between 

grammaticalization and subjectification, and a weaker one between grammaticalization and 

intersubjectification” (2010: 38). The reason subjectification is so closely related to it, is that 

grammaticalization by definition involves some recruitment of items marking the speaker’s 

perspective (Traugott 2010: 39-40). Intersubjectification less extensively intersects with 

grammaticalization because intersubjective items are only grammaticalized in some discourse 

markers and interjections (Traugott 2010: 42). Another important difference between these 

two processes is that subjectification also involves a change in sentence position. As already 

mentioned in section 4.1.1, subjectified items tend to undergo a leftward movement and are 

generally situated at the periphery of a constituent or a clause. This migration of clause 

elements is not considered an instance of grammaticalization (Traugott 2010: 41). Lastly, 

unlike subjectification, grammaticalization exhibits a strong tendency to occur on a 

unidirectional cline5. Unidirectionality, in this case, refers to a metacondition in language 

describing how some constructions undergo an irreversible change (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 

100). Overall, the main difference between these processes is that subjectification exhibits 

leftward movement, does not need to appear with grammaticalization, and does not 

represent an irreversible change.  

 
5 Although there are some instances of degrammaticalization, it is such a rare type of linguistic change that it 
does not significantly undermine the tendency for unidirectionality in grammaticalization (Norde 2009: 106).   
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In terms of this thesis, the diachronic analysis does not regard subjectification and 

grammaticalization as related. Since this approach includes the analytical framework by De 

Smet and Verstreate (2006), it would be counterintuitive to assume that subjectification is a 

subprocess. This is because the framework does not see formal changes as a central aspect of 

subjectification, but rather as a concomitant factor (Diewald 2011: 373). So, although an 

expression might undergo a shift from one functional category to another, it is mainly a 

process in which an expression starts to encode the speaker/addressee’s perspective and 

attitude.  

 

4.2.2 The development of adverbs and adverbialization 

When looking at the development of adverbs, this syntactic class undergoes two different 

stages during their diachronic shift.  The first is a derivational process in which an expression 

gains the status of an adverbial, while the second is a development in which an adverb loses 

some of its lexical meaning and becomes more grammatical over time. The following 

paragraphs highlight these changes and contextualize them with grammaticalization.  

To begin, many Present-Day English (PDE) adverbs surfaced through a process of 

adverbialization. Adverbialization is a type of primary grammaticalization that can be defined 

as a diachronic shift in which an adverb is derived from word classes such as adjectives, nouns, 

and verbs (Rissanen 1997: 9). During this development, an expression not only increases in 

morphosyntactic range but also functional diversity (Swan 1997: 187). With regard to this 

approach, the most relevant instances of adverbialization are the ones in which an adjectival 

base gains the -ly affix. Adverbials formed through this affix typically produce manner 

meanings (Rissanen 1997: 10). The reason for this is the -ly suffix itself. The affix conveys a 

dynamic, verb-specifying meaning similar to as if or like, and is, therefore, prototypically 

manner-related (Swan 1997: 185). When examining this concept of adverbialization, there is 

a general disagreement if it is a derivational or inflectional process. Grammarians such as Quirk 

et al. (1985) argue that adverb creation is purely inflectional because affixes such as -ly and -

wise are fully productive, while linguists such as Nevalainen (1997: 147) argue it is derivational 

since the semantic relation between an adverb and original adjective are not always stable. 

For this approach, the derivational point of view is taken since the addition of the -ly suffix 

also involves a change in grammatical category. This corresponds with later developments as 

adverbs can acquire new meanings that are independent of the adjectives with which they 
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were originally associated (Nevalainen 1997: 147-148). Additionally, adverbs should be 

regarded as derived items since only a few of them can be further inflected (Traugott 1988: 

132-134). Overall, the concept of adverbialization represents a derivational process in which 

an expression increases in functional diversity to express adverbial relations.     

Moving on to consider the next step, after a novel adverbial has emerged it still has the 

potential to further grammaticalize. This is a process of secondary grammaticalization since 

adverbials conveying a propositional meaning start to express textual and/or metalinguistic 

relations. The most prominent of these developments are movements from a manner to more 

situational/subjective meanings (Swan 1997: 188; Nevalainen & Rissanen 2002: 367). During 

this process, an expression undergoes functional reanalysis and changes from its original verb-

modifying function to a more subject-oriented one (Rissanen 1997: 10). This is best 

exemplified in (4.14) and (4.15), in which the manner adverb stupidly is used to convey the 

speaker’s evaluative stance as a sentence adverb. Judging from these examples, most subject-

modifying adverbs can be seen as a product of secondary grammaticalization since they 

incorporate the speaker’s comment on the proposition and are, thus, more grammaticalized 

than their verb-modifying homomorphs (Rissanen 1997: 10). Interestingly, Swan (1997: 188) 

referred to this process as sentence adverbialization. This terminology, however, is somewhat 

problematic as it not only entails an adverb’s secondary grammaticalization but also 

subjectification (Swan 1997: 188).  Since this approach sees grammaticalization and 

subjectification as separate processes (section 4.2.1), the concept of adverbialization will only 

be used to describe the emergence of adverbial expressions. Nevertheless, it is still important 

to mention that both processes can and do co-occur, especially when examining modal 

adverbs. So, while sentence adverbialization should not be regarded as a purely grammatical 

development, it still represents an important tool with which one can analyze the grammatical 

as well as subjective shifts of English adverbials.    

(4.14) […] nor does he ever grovel so brutally or stupidly as Byron. (COHA, 1823) 

(4.15) Stupidly, I had put nothing in storage. (COHA, 2015) 

In conclusion, -ly adverbs may undergo two developments during their 

grammaticalization. They first emerge out of adjectival expressions through the derivational 

process of adverbialization and then further grammaticalize by encoding textual and/or 

metadiscursive relations. In conjunction, these two processes can be used to identify some of 

the key developments in the three adverbs of certainty, see section 5.3.2.  
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4.2.3 Pragmatic markers and grammaticalization 

Adverbs as a lexical category not only appear within the fixed confines of grammar but also 

manifest themselves as pragmatic markers. These types of adverbials are not concerned with 

verb or subject modification but serve a discursive/organizational function. This, in turn, raises 

the question if discourse markers are still part of traditional grammar and grammaticalization. 

To address this, the following paragraphs define discourse markers and describe how their 

development may or may not be seen as part of grammaticalization. After doing so, this 

section concludes by highlighting the standpoint taken in this approach.  

Although discourse markers have been extensively researched in past literature, there 

is no straightforward terminology or classification. Their status is generally uncertain, and 

there is little consensus on what features qualify them and whether they are within or outside 

of grammar. However, when looking at several descriptions, discourse markers exhibit some 

core features. They are free morphemes that signal a specific message that cannot be 

classified syntactically “but in terms of their semantic/pragmatic functions” (Fraser 2006: 

189).  With regard to this approach, the most important types of discourse markers are 

commentary markers. These items are separate from the clause and comment on it, see (4.16) 

(Fraser 2006: 189-190). This definition of commentary markers is very similar to the systemic 

functional comment adjuncts, as both items are used to reference a speech situation by 

encoding non-restrictive and procedural information. 

(4.16) Fortunately, Aunt Brenda saved him. (COHA, 2010) 

Having defined the discourse markers, it is necessary to show how their development 

relates to grammaticalization.  In general, the structural, semantic, and chronological shifts 

that characterize the emergence of pragmatic markers are oftentimes indistinguishable from 

acknowledged cases of grammaticalization (Diewald 2012: 5). The relation to the concept, 

however, is somewhat problematic.  The reason for this is that pragmatic markers do not fall 

into the traditional range of grammar. Therefore, some linguists instead proposed 

pragmaticalization. This concept attempts to preserve the traditional notion of grammar and 

argues that pragmatical developments are exclusively found in the domain of pragmatics. 

Although this distinction seems like a convenient solution, its validity is still debated. 

According to Heine (2013: 1219), there are three stances on pragmaticalization. The first 

argues that grammaticalization and pragmaticalization are completely different processes. In 
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this stance, grammar is concerned with linguistic structure and strictly organized paradigms, 

while pragmatics is primarily motivated by the communicative needs of the participants and 

has hardly any “regular conditions and restrictions on language use” (Diewald 2012: 1). The 

second stance assumes that pragmaticalization is a subtype of grammaticalization (Heine 

2013: 1219). This approach is primarily promoted by Diewald (2012: 1), who argued that 

grammar is rooted in pragmatics and an integral part of it.  The main reason grammar should 

also entail pragmatics is that it contains an indexical structure; it incorporates references to 

the relevant communicative situation (Diewald 2012: 5). Since grammaticalization is involved 

in the development of such anchoring functions, pragmaticalization could be seen as one of 

its subprocesses (Diewald 2012: 5). Another argument for this stance is that the processes 

behind grammaticalization are ambiguous. It is a multifactorial type of language change that 

does not consist of one homogenous development but several interacting processes, some of 

which are pragmatic (Diewald 2012: 2). Lastly, the third stance argues that there is no 

pragmaticalization at all (Heine 2013: 1219). This approach assumes that there is no additional 

terminology necessary and that the changes found in the development of discourse markers 

are akin to the ones of grammaticalization. Interestingly, stances two and three are not 

necessarily incompatible. They assume that discourse markers are part of grammar and that 

grammaticalization is also concerned with the domain of pragmatics (Traugott & Dasher 2022: 

158-159). To summarize, the three underlying stances on pragmaticalization argue that 

pragmatics is either wholly different from grammar or part of it.  

In terms of this MA thesis, the approach argues for an extended notion of grammar that 

also includes discourse markers. The reason for taking this stance is twofold. First, it goes in 

line with the definition of section 4.2, which defined grammaticalization as a process of 

language change that may involve the acquisition of meta-discursive and meta-textual 

features. Second, the functionalist framework requires discursive markers to be part of 

grammaticalization as their functional shift is primarily caused by speaker need. In short, this 

study assumes that pragmaticalization is not a separate development but a part of 

grammaticalization.  
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5. Methodology 

This section presents the methodology and is divided into three parts. Section 5.1 is concerned 

with the approach itself and highlights the research design and primary goals. Section 5.2 

displays the sources of data and describes the samples and the queries. Section 5.3 describes 

the analytical framework with which the three adverbs of certainty are analyzed.  

 

5.1 The Approach 

After having defined the descriptive and functional understandings of English adverbials 

(sections 2 & 3) as well as the diachronic processes used in this approach (section 4), it is 

necessary to reiterate the actual purpose of this study. After all, what exactly are the aims of 

this approach, and how are they carried out? The primary aim of this study is to examine the 

diachronic development of the three adverbs of certainty definitively, obviously, and certainly 

and discover if they exhibit similar clines during their recent development in Modern English.  

Before illustrating the aims, it is necessary to highlight the most general features of this 

study. First, this MA thesis takes a corpus-based approach. This means that it uses corpora to 

expound, test, and exemplify already existing theories by looking at large amounts of linguistic 

data (McEnery et al. 2006: 8). With regard to the focus, this study analyzes the functional 

development of the three adverbs of certainty certainly, obviously, and definitively. When 

looking at these adverbials more closely, the question arises of why they were chosen in the 

first place and what makes them a good fit for a joint analysis? Obviously, definitely, and 

certainly are semantically similar expressions that are among the 22 adverbs of certainty 

defined by Simon-Vandenberger and Aijmer (2007). Their diachronic analysis is bound to 

deliver some interesting insights into the development of modality and may show whether 

semantically similar adverbs emerge on a comparable cline. To further examine the adverbs’ 

functional shift, this approach heavily draws from diachronic processes of subjectification, 

grammaticalization, and adverbialization and assumes that they were driving factors in the 

adverbs’ evolution. To pinpoint these overall pragmatic-semantic changes, this approach 

utilizes a systemic functional framework and examines the adverbs’ developmental cline from 

1820 to 2010.  

To succeed with this endeavor, the following research question and hypothesis have 

been devised:  
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Research question: Did the adverbs of certainty definitively, obviously, and certainly 

experience a similar functional shift from 1820 to 2010? 

 

Hypothesis: The three adverbs of certainty exhibit a similar developmental cline from 1820 

to 2010 that can be traced as follows: 

 

(Adjective) → Circumstantial adjunct/manner adverb → Mood adjunct/epistemic modal → 

Comment adjunct/discourse marker 

 

Looking at this research question more closely, it becomes evident that this approach is 

relatively broad and attempts to pinpoint multiple aspects of the adverbials’ development. As 

far as the individual aims are concerned, this approach is divided into two parts: the data 

analysis and the discussion. The data analysis describes all the possible functions definitively, 

obviously, and certainly can take and shows how they have developed over time. This is 

primarily done by examining real-life examples and contextualizing them within a systemic 

functional framework. Special attention is given to expressions of modality and the adverbs’ 

pragmatic-semantic meaning, collocational patterns, and syntactic positions over time. After 

analyzing the adverbs’ functional development, the discussion contextualizes the findings with 

the diachronic processes of section 4 and highlights how the adverbs have developed over 

time and to what extent the results are representative of actual language change. The findings 

are then summarized in the conclusion and used to answer the overarching research question. 

This section not only highlights how the adverbs’ diachronic clines are comparable to one 

another but also highlights the issues of this approach and how they can be rectified in future 

projects.  

 

5.2 Corpora and sample 

Diachronic corpus linguistic studies require large amounts of data to examine how words, 

expressions, and construction types have developed over long periods of time. To show how 

this approach is conducted, the following paragraphs describe the primary sources of data, 

the samples used, the queries, and some of the issues that arise. 

The main source of data for this approach is the COHA. The COHA is one of the largest 

structured corpora of historical English and it contains more than 475 million words ranging 
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from 1820 to 2010 (Davies 2010). Regarding its features, the COHA is balanced in terms of its 

distribution of genres and frequency per decade. When comparing the COHA to other 

historical corpora it is one of the best options for a diachronic corpus linguistic study. The 

reason for this is that the COHA, unlike the Hansard and the TIME corpora, contains enough 

data to examine lower and medium-frequency constructions in greater detail (Davies 2012: 

172).   

Although the COHA is ideal for this type of approach, it exhibits some features that may 

skew the results. First, the corpus contains genres that are only present in the later decades.  

Starting from the 1930s, the COHA includes TV and movie scripts, and in the 2010s, the COHA 

also starts to include web texts and blog posts. These additions are clear deviations in style 

that can cause functional shifts that are not representative of actual language change. This 

phenomenon was also addressed by Davies (2012: 172), who argued that it is not possible to 

know if diachronic changes are mere artifacts of the corpus or whether they are actual 

changes in language use. To address this issue, section 7.3 analyzes the impact of these genre 

additions and describes in what ways they might have skewed the results. Second, the COHA 

exclusively consists of written text. This is problematic since the systemic functional 

framework examines the form of a word by looking at its morphology, syntax, as well as 

phonology (Butler 2003: 29). Since written texts lack information about intonation and 

prosody, not all uses of the adverbs can be reliably accounted for. While there is no clear 

solution for this issue, the analytical framework includes an additional category for functional 

overlaps and uses position and punctuation as somewhat reliable markers for intonation.  

Overall, although the COHA does exhibit some issues in terms of genres, it should still be able 

to indicate very general changes in the adverbs’ development.  

Before continuing with the samples used for this approach, it is important to mention 

that this diachronic analysis also includes other sources of data apart from the COHA. This 

study also draws from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). The COCA is one 

of the largest collections of contemporary American English texts (Davies 2008) and allows for 

a more comprehensive analysis of the three adverbs of certainty. While the COHA does include 

numerous instances of the adverbs in PDE, the COCA contains a more exhaustive collection of 

contexts, genres, and syntactic positions that are non-existent or only marginally present in 

the COHA. It, in effect, can be used to further examine modern instances of the three adverbs 

of certainty and highlight their contemporary use. Another important source is the Oxford 
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English Dictionary (OED). The OED is a reference source that supplies information about a 

word’s etymology and historical use. It provides insight into a term’s diachronic development 

and shows its first attested uses. Furthermore, the OED quotation database also displays 

periods that are not included in the COHA and serves as a reliable source of data that chiefly 

represents naturally occurring language (Hoffmann 2004: 26). However, it is important to keep 

in mind that the OED’s quotation databank should not be used by itself. This is because it is 

not necessarily balanced or representative in its genres and nominal distribution (Hoffmann 

2004: 26).  Lastly, to get more exhaustive insight into the adverbs’ early developments, this 

approach also includes some examples from the Early English Books Online corpus (EEBO). 

The EEBO is the largest collection of Early Modern English (EModE) texts, and it can be used 

to examine the most prevalent functions of the three adverbs before the actual timeframe of 

the quantitative approach.  In sum, this study includes some hits from the COCA to present a 

better overview of the adverbs’ PDE uses and utilizes the OED and the EEBO to create an 

exhaustive overview of the adverbs’ developments preceding the 200-year timespan of the 

COHA.  

Now that the main sources of data are defined, it is necessary to describe how the data 

is analyzed and sampled. The first half of the data analyses are synchronic. They highlight all 

possible instances of the adverbs and show how they fit into a functionalist framework. These 

sections are mostly descriptive and draw from individual corpora entries from the COHA as 

well as the COCA. They, therefore, do not require a certain amount of data. The diachronic 

sections, on the other hand, work with a large amount of corpora entries. To explore the 

overall functional shift of the three adverbs of certainty, this study analyzes their appearance 

throughout the 200-year period of the COHA. The samples are highlighted in increments of 

~50 years and consist of around 200 hits per period. This means that the approach assesses 

the adverbs’ overall development by looking at the 1820s, 1860s, 1910s, 1960s, and 2010s. 

After gathering a general overview of the adverbs’ functional development, the diachronic 

analyses also highlight the adverbs’ most prevalent meanings in the initial, medial, and end 

positions. While most of this data stems from the previous sample, the study conducts more 

search queries in which it explores the adverb’s overall syntactic distribution. For this, the 

approach distinguishes between medial, initial, end, and extra-clausal positions and sees how 

the adverbs have shifted in position from 1820 to 2010.  
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When examining the sampling guidelines for the diachronic analysis, it is important to 

mention that it underlies one major issue. Obviously and definitively appear somewhat 

sparingly in the early decades:  

 

Figure 2. Overall frequency distribution of definitely, certainly, and obviously from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

As can be seen in Figure 2, definitely and obviously have less than 250 hits per decade before 

the 1890s. This has a strong impact on the overall results as the small sample size does not 

fully capture the diversity of the adverbs’ functional and syntactic shifts. To resolve this issue, 

this approach combines some of the early decades to receive a larger sample for the functional 

analysis. Although this allows for a fuller result, it does not fully reflect the adverbs’ diachronic 

development of the adverb’s function. To address this issue, the data analysis marks all 

summarized periods and adds a blue background in line graphs with less than 250 hits per 

decade, such as in Figure 2.   

To examine the adverbs’ features, several queries were employed. All searches were 

conducted with the Mark Davies interface and aimed to fulfill different purposes. The 

approach looking at the adverbs’ functional shift uses the following query to create a 

randomized sample:   

• definitely, certainly, or obviously as a simple word search.  

Then, the approach looking at the adverbs’ positional shift uses a variety of queries. Since the 

Mark Davies interface provides no option for specific sentence positions, the following queries 

used punctuation as indicators6:  

• .|!|? adverb for the initial position.  

 
6 Adverb serves as a stand-in for definitively, certainly, and obviously.   
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• adverb .|!|? for the end position.  

• .|!|? adverb , for clause-initial parentheticals. 

• , adverb , for clause-medial parentheticals. 

• adverb .|!|? for clause-final parentheticals. 

• .|!|? adverb .|!|? for response items.  

The analyses looking at special instances of the three adverbs used a variety of search queries:  

• to adverb VERB for split-infinitives. 

• the|a adverb ADJ NOUN for NP-internal cases. 

• ADV adverb for premodification patterns.  

Although these queries provide a large amount of data, they underlie some issues and may 

exhibit false positives. This is especially apparent for clause positions as the queries are not 

able to filter out initial and end positions after/before subordinators and coordinators and do 

not address parentheticals that are not syntactically detached with punctuation. While this 

does skew the results of the diachronic analysis, it should still be possible to examine general 

trends in the adverbs’ functional and syntactic development.  

To summarize, this corpus linguistic study is dependent on various sources of data. The 

datasets needed for the diachronic analysis exclusively stem from the COHA, while some data 

for the qualitative analysis comes from the COCA, the OED, and the EEBO. Although this data 

should provide some insights into the adverbs’ overall development, it is important to note 

that it underlies some issues in terms of distribution, false positives, and representativeness. 

Nevertheless, by applying a variety of search queries and examining the adverbs’ most 

prevalent positions it should be possible to create a somewhat coherent representation of 

their overall development from 1820 to 2010.  

 

5.3 The analytical framework 

When examining the adverbs’ functional development, it is necessary to create an analytical 

framework with which one can identify the various functions they have taken throughout the 

last 200 years. Since this paper is primarily concerned with SFG, this seems to be a rather 

simplistic endeavor. However, the categorical differentiations by Halliday and Matthiessen 

(2014) are somewhat problematic. They are mostly concerned with pragmatic-semantic 

features and do not provide much information about the formal attributes that identify 

adjuncts. Therefore, to pinpoint the numerous functions definitely, obviously, and certainly 
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can take, the categories in SFG need to be adapted and shaped into a model that can pinpoint 

pragmatic-semantic shifts while also examining the adverbs’ syntactical features. To do so, 

section 5.3.1 modifies Halliday and Matthiessen’s framework (2014) by accommodating the 

descriptive grammars of section 2, and section 5.3.2 displays how the diachronic processes of 

section 4 can be operationalized for the adverbs’ functional analysis.  

 

5.3.1 Functional Categories and their formal analysis 

As already mentioned in section 3, adjuncts in SFG can be divided into three major types, each 

of which represents one metafunction of language. Since these systemic functional categories 

do not provide much information about distinguishing features, this section provides a model 

with which it is possible to determine the adverbs’ functions over time.  

Table 1 presents the analytical framework. It is a selective overview of the functional 

classes the three adverbs of certainty can take. This model incorporates the semantic, 

pragmatic, and syntactic features found in the descriptive grammar of section 2 and 

accommodates them to a systemic functional framework. Although this analytical model can 

identify most uses of definitely, obviously, and certainly, Table 1 also includes an ambiguous 

category. The reason this category is included is that -ly adjuncts do not represent a well-

defined lexical class but rather “a selection of manner readings of various lexical classes that 

also have clausal readings” (Ernst 2001: 44). In effect, the ambiguous category is used to 

classify adverbs that cannot be assessed without further phonological or contextual 

information. These instances of functional overlap generally affect the circumstantial and 

mood adjunct and are further highlighted in the individual analyses of section 6. 
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Table 1. Analytical framework for this approach. 

Functional 
class 

Relations Position Descriptive grammars Features 

Circumstantial 
Adjunct* 
 
Ideational 
metafunction 

Events: 

• Manner  
 

Medial 
End 

• Adjuncts (Quirk et al. 1985:504) 

• VP-oriented adjuncts (Huddlestone 
& Pullum 2002: 67) 

• Subject-oriented adjunct (Ernst 
2001: 105) 

Obligatory (Focusability, 
focalizability, 
addressability): 

• wh-interrogation 

• negative scope 

• alternate questioning 

• alternate negation 
 
Modifies states and 
events: 

• Vicinity of verb 

Mood 
Adjunct* 
 
Interpersonal 
metafunction 

Clause: 

• Modality 

• (Intensity) 

Medial 
Initial 

• Subjuncts (Quirk et al. 1985: 567) 

• Modal Adjuncts (Huddlestone & 
Pullum 2002: 767) 

• Speaker-oriented adjuncts (Ernst 
2001:69) 

Influences truth value  
 
Uses: 

• Epistemic certainty 

• Evidential 

• Emphasizer 

• (Degree Modifier) 

*Ambiguous Event/Clause    

Comment 
Adjunct 
 
Interpersonal 
metafunction 

Clause as a 
whole:  

• Speech-act 
adverbial 

 

Extra-
clausal 

• Disjuncts (Quirk et al. 1985: 615) 

• Supplements (Huddlestone & Pullum 
2002: 1353) 

• Speech-act adverbials (Huddlestone 
& Pullum 2002: 773) 

• Speaker-oriented adjuncts (Ernst 
2001: 69) 

• Commentary markers (Fraser 2006: 
189) 

Syntactically detached: 

• Parenthetical 
construction 

• Response item 
 
Superordinal:  

• Comment on the 
proposition 

• No influence on truth 
value  

As shown in Table 1, the three adverbs of certainty primarily appear in three clause 

positions: the thematic/initial, neutral/medial, and end position (Halliday & Matthiessen 

2014: 187). Although these positions already provide great insight into the adverbs’ 

development, this approach made some further additions that may aid the quantitative 

analysis. First, the framework also includes extra-clausal positions. These positions serve as 

the primary indication for the comment adjunct and incorporate adjuncts that are 

syntactically detached from the clause as parentheticals, see (5.1), or stand by themselves as 

response items, see (5.2). Secondly, since the medial position does not provide much 

information about an adverbial’s function, this approach employs a more fine-grained model 

which was inspired by Simon-Vandenbergen and Willems (2011: 337-338). According to this 

analytical framework, the medial position can be split into four subtypes: adverbs between 

the subject and operator, see (5.3), adverbs between auxiliaries, see (5.4), adverbs after the 



46 
 

finite verbal operator, see (5.5), and adverbs before an obligatory element, see (5.6) (Simon-

Vandenbergen & Willems 2011: 337-338). These differentiations of the medial position yield 

interesting information about the preferred functions of adverbials, and they are applied in 

the analysis of leftward movement in section 7.2.  

(5.1) Actually, most people today need to have a website. (COCA, 2012) 

(5.2) A: “You look incredible.” B: “Actually?” (COCA, 2011) 

(5.3) People actually pay him to do this. (COCA, 2013) 

(5.4) The defense has actually been quite good at times […] (COCA, 2012) 

(5.5) […], the prices have actually increased a bit.  (COCA, 2012) 

(5.6) The six biggest dives have occurred actually in the month of October […] (COCA, 

1997) 

To summarize, this analytical framework examines the adverbs’ functional shift by 

looking at their relations within a sentence. The primary categories used in this approach are 

circumstantial adjuncts and modal adjuncts, with the latter being divided into mood and 

comment adjuncts. Regarding their features, these adverbial classes can be differentiated by 

looking at their position within the clause and by applying a number of syntactic tests, such as 

focalizability and addressability. Although these operations are successful in most cases, there 

are some instances in which the original reading of an adverbial is not entirely clear. These 

bridging contexts are contained in the ambiguous category, and their individual features are 

addressed in section 6. 

 

5.3.2 Functional categories and their diachronic analysis 

This section describes how the processes of (inter)subjectification, grammaticalization, and 

adverbialization can be operationalized to track the development of the three adverbs of 

certainty.  

First, subjectification can be quantitatively analyzed by looking at the adverbs’ 

functional and syntactic shifts. When examining subjectification from a functional perspective, 

the concept represents a development in which ideational meanings become more 

interpersonal over time (Traugott 2010: 32). So, if one applies the adverbial types of SFG, the 

circumstantial adjunct refers to objective meanings while the mood and comment adjuncts 

encode the speaker’s viewpoint and attitude. To analyze how the adverbs have subjectified, 

this approach looks at their functional shift from 1820 to 2010 and examines if interpersonal 
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meanings increased in distribution over time. If there is a proportional increase in the mood 

or comment adjuncts, it can be assumed that the adverb has undergone subjectification. 

Furthermore, this approach also analyzes the adverbs’ subjectification by looking at their 

syntactic distribution in the COHA.  The reason for this is that (inter)subjectified elements 

typically undergo a leftward movement within the clause (Traugott 2010: 60). If interpersonal 

items tend to be on the left of the clause while their ideational counterparts remain on the 

right, it can be assumed that an increase in the initial position and a decrease in the end 

position are an indication of subjectivity. This understanding can be taken a step further by 

examining extra-clausal positions. These positions serve as an indication for the comment 

adjunct, which typically tends to appear outside of the clause’s linear structure. After the 

functional and syntactic distributions of obviously, certainly, and definitely are analyzed, the 

approach compares the results with one another. The main features to look out for are if 

changes in the initial and end positions reflect the functional development of the mood and 

circumstantial adjunct and if extra-clausal positions are similar to the distribution of the 

comment adjunct.   

Even though developments, such as functional and syntactic shifts, are relatively simple 

to analyze, there are some aspects of (inter)subjectification that cannot be reliably observed 

in a quantitative analysis. As already mentioned in section 4.1.2, subjectivity is divided into 

pragmatic, ideational, and interpersonal subjectivity (De Smet & Verstraete 2006: 384-385).  

Although interpersonal subjectivity corresponds with the functional shift addressed in the 

Traugottian approach, there are no formal features with which ideational subjectivity can be 

measured. To resolve this, this approach only highlights a few circumstantial adjuncts whose 

semantic meaning can be construed subjectively (section 7.1). Another feature that cannot be 

reliably analyzed is intersubjectification. The reason for this is that intersubjective elements 

do not formally differ from their subjective counterparts. Apart from a likely position within 

the right periphery of the clause, the methods used to identify an element’s intersubjectivity 

are pragmatic-semantic. To clarify, Traugott (2012: 21) argued that most intersubjective 

adverbs can be determined by paraphrasing them with constructions such as I hope, I want 

you to agree, and I understand, see (5.7a-f), and by looking at uptake, as in (5.8). While these 

measures are useful at identifying intersubjective instances of definitely, obviously, and 

certainty, they are very context-dependent and may result in unreliable and/or ambiguous 
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readings. They are, therefore, only used in parts of the discussion to display that the three 

adverbs of certainty have gained intersubjectivity over time (section 7.2).  

(5.7)  

a. [S]he lives off that money. Well, not all of it, surely. (COCA, 2017) 

b. [S]he lives off that money. Well, not all of it, I hope. 

c. A: “It's her choice.” B: “Allen, it's not a wise move, surely.” (COCA, 2017) 

d. A: “It's her choice.” B: “Allen, it's not a wise move, I want you to agree.” 

e. A: “I'm in kind of a hurry" B: "Yes, surely. Deeply regret interrupting […]” 

(COCA, 1997) 

f. A: “I'm in kind of a hurry" B: "Yes, I understand. Deeply regret interrupting 

[…]” 

(5.8) A: “Where's Angus right now?” B: “Cookin' somewhere, surely.” A: “That's 

helpful.” (COCA, 2018) 

With regard to grammaticalization, this concept is used to examine the adverbs’ 

functional reanalysis from a verb-modifying adjunct to a more subject-oriented adjunct. In 

terms of application, this approach regards the subject-modifying adjuncts (i.e., the mood and 

comment adjuncts) as more grammaticalized than their circumstantial counterpart. As a 

result, this approach assumes the adverbs’ grammaticalization and subjectification has co-

occurred and that their functional shift can be measured with the same classifications. This 

understanding goes in line with various previous accounts, who argued that the functional 

development of modal adverbs necessarily involves both processes (Swan 1997: 188; Simon-

Vandenbergen & Willems 2011; Diewald 2012; Heine 2013: 1235; Suzuki 2018: 41). In effect, 

by examining the adverbs’ subjectification, this study also gains insights into their 

grammaticalization (section 7.1). 

Lastly, the concept of adverbialization is applied qualitatively and used to describe the 

adverb’s primary grammaticalization from an adjectival base to a circumstantial adjunct. 

Although linguists such as Nevalainen and Rissanen (2002) managed to quantitatively analyze 

the process, it is not possible for definitely, obviously, and certainly. The reason for this is that 

the adverbs already emerged before the 19th century and there are simply no functional 

overlaps with their adjectival counterparts in the COHA.  This thesis, therefore, only applies 

adverbialization to contextualize the words’ first attested uses and to show that adjuncts 

originating with the -ly suffix prototypically indicate manner readings (Swan 1997: 185). 
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To sum up, this diachronic analysis is based on the assumptions that: (i) the adverbs’ 

subjectification and grammaticalization have co-occurred and that their development can be 

measured by examining proportional shifts from ideational to interpersonal meanings; (ii) 

ideational subjectivity and intersubjectification can only be analyzed qualitatively as they do 

not provide enough formal features; and (iii) the concept of adverbialization can only be used 

to contextualize the adverbs’ emergence since the COHA does not contain the necessary data.  
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6. Data analysis 

This section is concerned with the analysis of definitely, obviously, and certainly. Each word is 

analyzed in an individual section. These sections first begin with a synchronic analysis in which 

the adverbs’ most general features are described and then move to the diachronic analysis in 

which the adverbs’ functional and syntactic developments are highlighted. Section 6.1 focuses 

on definitely, section 6.2 on certainly, and section 6.3 on obviously.  

 

6.1 Definitely 

Definitely is one of the adverbs analyzed in this study, and it is defined as “[i]n a definite 

manner; determinately, precisely” (OED, 2023). This means that the adverb is generally used 

to describe the fixed properties of a proposition or an event. To analyze the adverb, the 

following subsections highlight the term’s functional and syntactic features and examine its 

overall diachronic development.   

 

6.1.1 General features of definitely 

From a functionalist perspective, definitely expresses three levels of meaning. It describes 

manner as a circumstantial adjunct, modality as a mood adjunct, and serves a pragmatic 

function as a comment adjunct. The circumstantial adjunct has a verb-modifying function and 

expresses the definiteness with which an event/state is carried out. For example, in (6.1) 

definitely describes the certainty/precision with which state is performed.  The mood adjunct 

provides a clausal reading and typically indicates epistemic modality. As can be seen in (6.2), 

definitely encodes the speaker’s certainty and infers that a proposition is definite and cannot 

be challenged. In terms of features, the mood adjunct is used as a marker of commitment and 

fulfills an unambiguous emphasizing function. This means that it strengthens the speaker’s 

commitment to the truth of the proposition and allows little room for contrast with something 

less definite or certain, the only exception being instances in which it appears with almost. 

When comparing the mood with the circumstantial adjunct, we see that the two meanings 

generally differ in the way in which certainty/definiteness is expressed. The circumstantial 

adjunct expresses an objective certitude while the mood adjunct conveys a subjective one. 

Although the distinction in these two examples is relatively clear-cut, the data analysis 

contains many instances of functional overlap. One example of this would be (6.3), in which 

definitely may either function as a manner adjunct modifying the verb explain or a modal 
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adverb expressing the speaker’s certainty about the proposition. Moving on to the third 

function, the comment adjunct can function as a response item or as a comment on the clause 

as a whole. To illustrate, in (6.4) definitely signals the speaker’s conviction and draws attention 

to the upcoming statement, while in (6.5) definitely is used as an emphatic response. Both 

functions indicate agreement with an immediately preceding element and convey speaker-

involvement without necessarily influencing the truth value of a proposition. Overall, the 

three functional types of definitely represent the adverbs’ most prototypical readings and are 

the analytical basis for the diachronic approach.  

(6.1) Permit me now to state it definitely, specifically, and once for all. (COHA, 1879).  

(6.2) We'll definitely be in touch. (COHA, 2019) 

(6.3) [He] had not yet reduced his idea to any practicable method, and therefore could 

not definitely explain it. (COHA, 1864) 

(6.4) Definitely, they would fire me. (COHA, 2007) 

(6.5) So, it's good to be closer to your brother? - Definitely. (COHA, 2010) 

In terms of syntax, definitely has a strong preference for the medial position with a 

distribution of ~90%, see Figure 3. Although the adverb does occupy other positions, Figure 3 

clearly shows that their proportions are relatively marginal. Looking at the associated 

meanings, the initial position generally displays clausal/modal readings, see (6.6), whereas in 

the final position, we find manner readings, as in (6.7). The medial position can contain both. 

There is, however, a slight preference for the manner adjunct to appear after the finite verb 

and before the last obligatory clause elements, see (6.8), and the mood adjunct is the only 

function of definitely that occurs between auxiliaries, see (6.9). Interestingly, definitely is not 

limited to the confines of the clause and may appear as a parenthetical or response item, see 

(6.4) and (6.5). The parenthetical makes up about 2 to 4% of all instances of definitely and can 

appear in the initial, medial, and end position, see (6.4), (6.10), and (6.11), while the response 

item generally stands by itself and is only marginally used with a proportion of 1 to 2%. 

Although the initial, end, and extra-clausal positions only play a negligible role in the adverb’s 

overall syntactic distribution, they can be used to track significant changes in its diachronic 

development, as we will see in sections 6.1.2 and 7.2.  
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Figure 3. Syntactic distribution of definitely in PDE (1990s - 2010s) (COHA & COCA). 

(6.6) Definitely this was not the Cape but some much more rugged shore. (COHA, 

1963) 

(6.7) […] we can not tell, at least, we can not speak definitely. (COHA, 1849) 

(6.8) The time has come for the court to deal definitely with this important and 

farreaching subject. (COHA, 1963) 

(6.9) Since 1950 the rate of abandonment has definitely been slower. (COHA, 1961) 

(6.10) I do believe it's wrong, definitely. (COHA, 1968) 

(6.11) [S]o it will be the duty of some, to prepare, definitely, for a separation. (COHA, 

1931) 

Aside from the syntactic positions given in Figure 5, there are two formal features of 

definitely that are worth mentioning. First, there is its appearance in different clause types. 

Apart from the declarative, definitely may also occur in imperative and interrogative clauses. 

In the imperative, definitely tends toward a modal reading, while in the interrogative, 

definitely prefers the circumstantial adjunct. For example, in (6.12) definitely is used as an 

emphasizer and strengthens the force of the advice, and in (6.13) definitely serves as a manner 

adverb and highlights the speaker’s skepticism about the need to settle the matter 

conclusively.  Another noteworthy syntactic feature of definitely is the split infinite. Although 

this position does invoke stylistic objections, it is relatively common throughout the COCA and 

the COHA. As can be seen in (6.14), this position is used to emphasize the speaker’s certainty 

about a proposition and generally contains the mood adjunct. This position can be changed 
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by moving the adverb before or after the VP without influencing the proposition’s truth value 

or grammaticality.  

(6.12)  Definitely get some cash for these rims. (COCA, 2006) 

(6.13)  [S]o what's the sense of being in such a hurry to settle the matter definitely? 

(COHA, 1913) 

(6.14)  I think your best bet is to definitely get that certification. (COCA, 2012) 

With regard to its syntagmatic behavior, definitely exhibits some verbal collocates that 

suggest its function. The data analysis has revealed that the ideational metafunction generally 

occurs in conjunction with the verbal domains of cognition, evaluation, description, action, 

and communication, see Table 2. Interestingly, settle appeared most often with the 

circumstantial adjunct and was generally used to emphasize the objective certitude of an 

event/state. The manner adjunct is, therefore, oftentimes encountered in more descriptive 

and formal settings in which an overt manifestation of definiteness is required, see (6.15). 

Since the mood adjunct is concerned with epistemic certainty, it has relatively free movement 

in the clause and does not need to appear next to a verb. It does, however, co-occur with 

modal verbs to strengthen the speaker’s degree of assurance, see (6.16), and mental 

processes to emphasize the speaker’s volition, liking, and conviction, see (6.17) (Simon-

Vandenbergen & Aijmer 2007: 100).   

Table 2. Most common collocates of the manner adjunct definitely from 1820 - 2010 (COHA). 

Verbal Domain  Most common collocates of the manner adjunct definitely 

Cognition e.g., mark, conceive, possess, limit, ascertain, draw, etc. 

Evaluation e.g., judge, estimate, impress, resolve, etc. 

Description e.g., describe, drawing, etc. 

Action e.g., settle, lay out/down, arrange, record, calculate, determine, fix, 
circumscribe, cease, etc. 

Communication e.g., state, speak, tell, express, hint, indicate, point out, admit, etc. 

(6.15)  Come immediately and meet me at the lines, and we will settle definitely the 

risks and profits of the copartnership. (COHA, 1964) 

(6.16)   I will definitely keep these words in mind as […] (COHA, 2012) 

(6.17)  […] I definitely think he's a great player. (COCA, 2012) 

Another interesting feature of definitely is its premodification pattern. As can be seen in 

Table 3, definitely is modified by degree modifiers, such as very, most, and more. These 

modifiers are used to strengthen the force/intensity of definitely and, in some cases, exhibit 

preferences for the circumstantial or mood adjunct. To illustrate, most exhibits an 

interpersonal function as it emphasizes the adverb’s illocutionary force, see (6.18), while more 
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is exclusively used to intensify the adverb’s ideational content, see (6.19). Although some 

degree modifiers can be used as an indication of function, most modifiers occur with both the 

event and clausal readings of definitely. The only difference within these contexts is that the 

adverb’s degree of intensity is expressed on an objective or subjective scale. Lastly, even 

though definitely opts for strengtheners, it does undergo weakening with almost. This goes 

against Simon-Vandenbergen and Aijmer (2007: 97-98), who argued that definitely does not 

weaken and only expresses definite speaker commitment. To clarify, (6.20) shows that almost 

can be used to weaken definitely and imply some degree of uncertainty over the proposition.  

Table 3. Most common premodifiers of definitely in PDE. (COCA) 

Premodifier Frequency per Million Related Readings 

Most 1.94 Modal 

Very 0.22 Manner; Modal 

So 0.12 Manner; Modal 

Almost 0.11 Manner; Modal 

Quite 0.03 Manner; Modal 

More 0.03 Manner 

 

(6.18)  You are most definitely a great role model in my eyes. (COCA, 2012) 

(6.19)  I guess I stated my information a little more definitely than it really is. (COHA, 

1912) 

(6.20)  He almost definitely saved lives here. (COCA, 2019) 

 

6.1.2 Diachronic analysis of definitely 

This section is concerned with the diachronic analysis of definitely. To show how definitely has 

developed, the following paragraphs highlight the adverb’s emergence and describe its 

functional shift during the 200-year timespan covered by the COHA.  

In terms of its emergence, definitely is a product of adverbialization. It stems from the 

adjectival base definite, which was first attested during the mid-1500s and used to convey 

non-gradable qualities with fixed or exact limits, see (6.21) (OED 2023). During its 

adverbialization, definite increased in morphosyntactic range and functional diversity by 

rendering complex semantic material in the form of definitely. After examining the datasets 

of the OED quotations database and the EEBO, it seems that the adverb likely adverbialized 

around the early 1580s. Looking at this first language example in (6.22), the addition of the -

ly suffix served to convey a more dynamic and verb-specifying meaning.  This development is 

in accordance with Swan (1997: 182-183), who argued that manner readings are the 
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prototypical result of the adverbialization process. Interestingly, when examining the adverb’s 

emergence in the EEBO, definitely consistently exhibited a manner reading throughout the 

EModE period. The only exceptions were sentences such as (6.23), in which the adverb 

conveyed a clausal reading by expressing the speaker’s certainty about the proposition.  

(6.21) [E]ither it is an infinite question, and without ende, or els it is definite, and 

comprehended within some ende. (OED, 1553) 

(6.22) [T]hat we ought not to say definitely and absolutely, that all things be possible 

vnto god. (EEBO, 1577)  

(6.23) [A]n i definitely beleefe, that god wi many things which hee keepes scret from 

us. (EEBO, 1639) 

Although definitely already emerged by the mid-16th century and exhibited some 

instances of modality, the adverb’s functional shift did not take hold until much later. In fact, 

the results of this quantitative analysis show that the adverb’s interpersonal meanings only 

started to gain traction during the early 1800s:  

 

Figure 4. Diachronic development of definitely from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

As can be seen in Figure 4, definitely experienced a clear functional shift from 1820 to 2010. 

The adverb has changed from an ideational manner adjunct to an interpersonal adjunct that 

has a modal and/or speech-functional use. Throughout the 19th century, definitely was used 

as a circumstantial adjunct with a consistent distribution of more than 60%. After the turn of 

the 20th century, the mood adjunct started to gain traction and took over the circumstantial 

adjunct in terms of proportions. Although the adverb did display some functional overlap 

throughout all search periods, there was a clear decrease in use as a manner adverb during 
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the mid-20th century. Additionally, Figure 4 shows that the comment adjunct only emerged 

during the mid-19th century. The comment adjunct experienced a sharp increase during the 

1960s that evened out in the 2010s. The reason the 1960s has a larger distribution than the 

2010s is unclear, but it could be due to an actual decrease in use or simply an issue with the 

sample (section 7.3). Looking at the results of Figure 4 as a whole, there is a pronounced shift 

from ideational meanings to interpersonal ones. This overall shift can be seen as a clear 

indication of (inter)subjectification and grammaticalization. To illustrate, the adverb gradually 

moved to a more interpersonal meaning that not only caused a shift in function but also in 

form. The interpersonal adverb lost its ability to be focused and was used as a marker 

conveying the speaker’s perspective and attitude. This functional development has proceeded 

so far that the original manner adjunct takes up a marginal proportion of only 3% by the 2010s. 

Throughout its development, definitely has appeared clause-medially. This position 

consistently occupies about 90% of the adverb’s overall appearances from 1820 to 2010. 

There were, however, some noticeable developments in the other positions: 

 

Figure 5. Syntactic distribution of definitely from 1820 to 2010 (COHA) 

When examining the results of Figure 5, it becomes evident that definitely has experienced a 

clear syntactic shift over time. The end position exhibits some growth from 1850 that ended 

in stagnation toward the 1990s, and the initial position, parenthetical construction, and the 

response marker only emerged over the last 200 years. These developments are similar to the 

functional shift presented in Figure 5. First, the decline of the end position by the 1980s 

reflects the decline of the circumstantial adjunct. Manner readings are, apart from degree 

modifiers, the only adverbial types that regularly appear in this position, and their overall 
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decrease is displayed in the syntactic distribution. This is further highlighted in the functional 

analysis, which showed that the end position did not contain a single instance of modality and 

was exclusively occupied by the circumstantial adjunct. Second, the emergence of the initial 

position directly reflects the rise of the mood adjunct. As already mentioned in the 

methodology, modal adverbs tend to appear before the verb and are more likely to occur in 

the initial position. It can, therefore, be assumed that the increase in the initial position is a 

clear reflection of the adverbial’s functional shift to a more interpersonal function. Lastly, 

there is the comment adjunct and the emergence of the parenthetical construction and the 

response item. These final developments are also interesting and provide great insight into 

the pragmaticalization of definitely. As can be seen in Figure 5, parenthetical constructions 

emerged by the 1890s, and the response marker only surfaced by the 1920s. This is a 

noteworthy development as it implies that definitely was first used to convey the speaker’s 

stance on the clause as a whole, and then as an affirmative to express speaker-agreement and 

to accommodate the listener. In short, the syntactic shifts of the parenthetical and the 

response marker in Figure 5 go in line with the findings in Figure 4 and show that the discourse 

marker is a relatively recent development that had its first attested uses in the late 19th 

century.  

 In sum, definitely experienced a significant diachronic shift in the last 200 years. The 

adverb first emerged as a circumstantial adjunct from an adjectival base and slowly gained a 

more (inter)subjective function as well as a grammatical/secondary role within the clause. The 

most recent of these developments is the emergence of the comment adjunct, which is first 

attested in written text at the beginning of the 20th century. Overall, the adverb was subject 

to both subjectification and grammaticalization, as it not only started to encode interpersonal 

relations within the clause but also served as a pragmatic marker. 

 

6.2 Certainly 

Certainly is the second adverb analyzed in this study. It is the most frequently used adverb of 

certainty, and it is defined as an element that conveys the certitude with which an event or a 

proposition was carried out (OED 2023). The following subsections highlight the adverb’s 

general features and diachronic development in the COHA. 
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6.2.1 General features of certainly 

In terms of meaning and use, certainly can be categorized into three functional classes. First, 

the circumstantial adjunct has a verb-modifying function. For example, in (6.24) the manner 

meaning of certainly describes the objectively certain manner in which the state know was 

carried out. The mood adjunct is the most frequent use of certainty and it is concerned with 

expressing epistemic modality. According to Simon-Vandenbergen and Aijmer (2007: 85), the 

mood adjunct represents the most prototypical adverb in the field of modal certainty. It is a 

high-frequency adverb that can be used in a variety of contexts and expresses a high degree 

of speaker-confidence. As can be seen in (6.25), the mood adjunct adds emphasis by 

confirming the speaker’s commitment to the proposition’s truth value. In terms of features, 

the quantitative analysis shows that the circumstantial and mood adjunct are relatively similar 

and that they are somewhat difficult to differentiate. Their main distinction lies in the 

objective and subjective construal of certainty, and there are oftentimes no clear grammatical 

indicators that differentiate the two. This is especially apparent in sentences such as (6.26), in 

which the meaning of certainly cannot be clearly pinpointed. It can be identified as a manner 

adjunct by referring to the certain manner in which the speaker has listened or as a mood 

adjunct by indicating emphasis and the speaker’s commitment. Such instances are marked as 

ambiguous in the diachronic analysis as they cannot be accurately analyzed without further 

prosodic or contextual information. The third functional class in which certainly can be 

categorized is the comment adjunct. This type of adverbial is divided into two types: the 

parenthetical and the response item. The parenthetical refers to the certainty of the 

proposition without necessarily influencing its factuality. This is best observed in examples 

such as (6.27), in which certainly introduces the statement and emphasizes the speaker’s 

expectation or assumption. The response marker, on the other hand, serves as an affirmative 

and provides commentary on the speaker’s attitude and agreement, see (6.28). In sum, these 

adverbial types represent the most common manifestations of certainly and are the basic 

classifications for the quantitative analysis.  

(6.24) If we knew more certainly who the Selli were […]. (COHA, 1824) 

(6.25) I certainly hope so. (COHA, 2010) 

(6.26) Mr. Satterthwaite don't often have so good a subject. I listened certainly, and was 

very much interested, […] (COHA, 1852) 

(6.27) Certainly, you remember what happened to Tartufa... (COHA, 2012) 



59 
 

(6.28) A: “Could you do it again now?” B: “Certainly!” (COHA, 2018) 

In terms of syntax, certainly is primarily situated in the clause medial position. As can be 

seen in Figure 6, the medial position is present in over 80% of all instances of the adverb. The 

adverb does, however, exhibit a significant distribution within the initial position and 

parenthetical constructions. This is most likely due to the preferred functions of the adverb. 

Since certainly represents the prototypical adverb in the field of epistemic certainty, it is 

primarily associated with interpersonal meanings. The modal meaning can be found in the 

medial as well as the initial position, see (6.29), while the comment adjunct typically occurs in 

parenthetical constructions, as in (6.27). Although the comment adjunct is relatively common 

in parentheticals, the response item has only a distribution of 1%. This might be due to its 

applicability in discourse and its generally formal connotation, see (6.28). Lastly, the end 

position is only marginally present with a distribution of 1 to 2%. This is likely due to the 

infrequency of the circumstantial adjunct itself. As addressed in section 6.2.2, the manner 

reading of certainly more or less vanishes throughout the 20th century and with it its 

appearance in the end position. There are, however, some modal readings and degree 

modifiers that occur in this position, but they only make up a marginal proportion.   

 
Figure 6. Syntactic distribution of certainly in PDE (1990s - 2010s) (COHA & COCA) 

(6.29) Certainly happy to have you in town. (COHA, 1960) 

Since certainly is mostly used as a modal marker, it does exhibit some interesting 

syntactic features. As already stated by Simon-Vandenbergen and Aijmer (2007: 89), certainly 

cannot occur in interrogative clauses. The reason for this is that “speakers cannot at the same 

time express their assessment of the truth value of a proposition and question that 

proposition” (Simon-Vandenbergen & Aijmer 2007: 89). Although one could argue that some 
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sentences, such as (6.30), are interrogative clauses in which certainly expresses objective 

certitude, it remains ambiguous and may also encode epistemic certainty about the speaker’s 

belief in the answer to that question. The same holds for imperatives. Modal adjuncts are 

incompatible with these types of clauses and may only appear in them as emphasizers, see 

(6.31). Overall, the nature of certainly as a prototypical epistemic modal largely restricts it to 

declarative clauses and its readings as a manner adverb or emphasizer are rare and not easily 

identifiable.  

(6.30) Did he certainly complete the task according to the instructions?  

(6.31) Certainly make sure you have a look at the bonus discussion […] (COCA, 2012) 

While the adverb is restricted by its prototypicality, it does exhibit a syntactic position 

in which it may function as a circumstantial adjunct, namely the split-infinitive. In this position, 

certainly can express manner as well as modal meanings. For example, in (6.32) certainly 

indicates the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition, while in (6.33), it describes the 

manner in which express is carried out. Although the modal adjunct has relatively free 

movement and can easily resolve the stylistic issue of the split-infinite, it is not always possible 

for the manner adjunct. If certainly were to be moved before or after the VP, it could 

potentially change its overall meaning. To illustrate, in (6.34), the adverb completely shifts to 

modal adjunct, while in (6.35), the adverb may invite a manner as well as a clausal reading.  

(6.32)  And if you are there with your kids, it's an opportunity to certainly talk about it. 

(COCA, 2007) 

(6.33)   I think you're not afraid to certainly express your opinion and do a good job. 

(COCA, 1995) 

(6.34)  I think you're not afraid to express your opinion certainly and do a good job. 

(6.35)  I think you're certainly not afraid to express your opinion and do a good job. 

With regards to collocations, the syntagmatic behavior of certainly is characterized by 

its function as an epistemic modal. On the phrase level, certainly is oftentimes preceded by a 

degree modifier that positions it on a scale of probability. Expressions such as almost weaken 

it, while others such as most strengthen it. As can be seen in Table 4, these premodifiers 

generally appear in conjunction with the mood adjunct. However, some degree modifiers act 

as indications of a verb-modifying meaning. To illustrate, more is used to indicate comparison 

and conveys a high degree of objective certainty meanings, see (6.36), and as can be used to 

introduce subordinate clauses that function as adverbials, see (6.37). The latter has a focusing 
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function and highlights meanings that usually contain conceptual information. Lastly, the 

mood adjunct has relatively free range within the clause and can collocate with all sorts of 

verbal domains. The circumstantial adjunct, on the other hand, is restricted to only a limited 

set of verbs. The data analysis has revealed that the manner adjunct primarily appears in the 

domains of cognition, evaluation, and communication. Although these verbs may also appear 

with the epistemic modal, they can be used as a somewhat reliable indication. Overall, the 

manner reading of certainly is relatively rare in PDE, and its syntagmatic behavior reflects its 

prototypical function as a marker of epistemic certainty. 

Table 4. Most common collocates of certainly (COCA). 

Premodifier Frequency per million Related readings 

Almost 5.82 Modal; very rarely manner 

Most 2.96 Modal 

So 0.20 Manner; Modal 

As 0.09 Manner; sometimes modal 

More 0.04 Manner 

(6.36)  I knew it more certainly than I knew my own name. (COCA, 2007) 

(6.37)  Chaz is a man as certainly as any male posting here […] (COCA, 2012) 

 

6.2.2 Diachronic development of certainly 

This subsection describes the adverb’s diachronic development. To display how certainly has 

shifted over time, the following paragraphs highlight its origin and display its functional and 

syntactic shift from 1820 to 2010 within the COHA. 

In terms of its emergence, certainly first originated as a manner adverb. Unlike the other 

two adverbs analyzed in this study, certainly already appeared in Middle English, and most 

likely emerged during the 14th century. As can be seen in (6.38), the first attested uses of the 

adverb expressed a manner meaning. With regards to its emergence, certainly first 

adverbialized from the adjectival base certain. This adjective was used as a non-gradable item 

that denoted the determined and fixed qualities of an entity (OED, 2023). Throughout its 

development, certain gained the -ly suffix and increased in functional diversity by being able 

to convey gradable properties in the form of an adverb. Interestingly, the claim that certainly 

developed out of this adjectival base is supported by functional overlaps such as in (6.39). In 

this passage from the Canterbury Tales, certeyn may not exhibit the adverbial suffix but it can 

either be classified as an apposition indicating a property of he or as a manner adverb 

modifying the verb seyde. In terms of its later development, certainly already expressed 
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epistemic modality in the EModE period, see (6.40). Additionally, the adverb also appeared as 

a comment adjunct by the 1550s, see (6.41). In short, the adverb underwent a significant 

functional shift during the EModE period and already exhibited the mood and comment 

functions before the actual timeframe of this quantitative analysis. While this means that the 

approach might not be able to capture any significant developments, such as the emergence 

of new functions, it is still warranted as it displays the later developmental stages of a 

prototypical adverb of certainty. 

(6.38)  [G]ode men quat es þan ȝur dome, sais me sertainli. (OED, c. 1325) 

(6.39)  […] Is noght thyn housbonde;" thus seyde he, certeyn. (c. 1392) (Chaucer & 

Robinson 1957: 76) 

(6.40)  Certaynly it is comonly in ye players. (EEBO, 1511) 

(6.41)  Certainely, the more spiritual a thinge is, the more it is voide from the […] 

(EEBO, 1565) 

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, certainly has not significantly changed from 

1820 to 2010. The adverb already underwent most of its subjectification and exhibited the 

mood and comment uses by the early 19th century. Nevertheless, this quantitative approach 

discovered some interesting developments in the adverbial’s ongoing functional shift:  

 

Figure 7. Diachronic development of certainly from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

As seen in Figure 7, certainly is mostly used as an epistemic modal. The adverb consistently 

conveys an interpersonal meaning, with the mood adjunct taking up an overall proportion 

between 54% and 86%. The comment adjunct, on the other hand, consistently decreased from 

19% in the 1820s to only 7% in the 2010s. This development is likely due to competition as 
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other adverbs of certainty gained their comment function during this period. There is, 

however, one spike in the distribution of the comment adjunct during the 1960s. This outlier 

is likely due to the introduction of a new genre and is further addressed in section 7.3. Moving 

on, the circumstantial adjunct only takes up a marginal distribution from 1820 to 2010. The 

adverb was already rare during the 1820s and decreased to only 2% by the 21st century. This 

development is likely due to the meaning of certainly itself. The adverb is fully subjectified, 

and in its interpersonal meaning has become a prototypical marker of epistemic certainty. 

Even though there are still some instances of objective certitude, there are other manner 

adjuncts that can fulfill this role in PDE language use. For example, markers such as definitely, 

surely, naturally, and exactly allow speakers to convey if an action/state was carried out with 

objective certitude while also enabling them to express differing degrees to which it was 

carried out. Overall, certainly has already been subjectified at the beginning of the 19th century 

and only solidified its role as a mood adjunct in PDE language use.  

Now that we have defined the adverb’s functional shift, let us move to its syntax. The 

adverb primarily appeared in clause medially, and the following graph displays some 

interesting developments in its more marginal positions:  

 

Figure 8. Syntactic distribution of certainly from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

The initial, end, and extra-clausal positions of certainly only make up a distribution of 12% to 

32% throughout the 200-year timespan of the COHA. While this distribution is relatively low, 

there are some interesting developments over time. First, the adverb experienced a significant 

increase in the use of the initial position until the 1920s, which decreases to around 6% by the 
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21st century. The initial position is generally occupied by the mood adjunct, but it also exhibits 

some false positives in which the comment adjunct is not separated from the clause, see 

(6.42). When examining the initial position more closely, one can argue that its decrease by 

the 1920s is likely associated with the decrease of the comment adjunct rather than the mood 

adjunct. This explanation is further supported by the development of parenthetical 

constructions. As seen in Figure 8, the parenthetical displays an average distribution of ~10% 

but then experiences a sharp decrease to only 5% by the 2010s. This confirms the finding in 

Figure 7, which shows that the comment adjunct is gradually decreasing in distribution 

throughout the 20th century. Interestingly, the response item never displayed a notable 

distribution in the first place. This type of comment adjunct was already present by the 1820s 

and displays a short-lived spike by the 1930s. This development is not necessarily the result of 

an increase in use, but rather through the introduction of movie scripts in the corpus (section 

7.3). Generally, the adverb is used less often as a response item because it is easily substituted 

by other words, such as definitely and surely.  These items convey a higher degree of subjective 

certitude and are more suitable for situations in which a strong affirmation is needed. Lastly, 

the end position has a low distribution of around 2% throughout the entirety of the COHA. 

The reason for this is that the circumstantial adjunct, which usually prefers the end and medial 

positions, is rarely used. There are some instances of the comment adjunct in the end position 

that are not syntactically detached, but they represent a marginal proportion and provide 

more emphasis on the certainty of a situation, see (6.43).  

(6.42) “You know what the moron said to his wife?” […] “Certainly I know what the 

moron said to his wife.” (COHA, 1960) 

(6.43)  […] and there is a resemblance most certainly. (COHA, 2012) 

In conclusion, certainly already developed its interpersonal meanings by the beginning 

of the 19th century. By then, the adjunct had established itself as a prototypical marker of 

epistemic certainty, which represents its most prevalent use from 1820 to 2010. In terms of 

individual developments, the manner adjunct has become relatively obsolete, and the 

comment adjunct is experiencing an ongoing decrease in distribution. While these findings do 

not display any significant changes in terms of subjectification or grammaticalization, they can 

be juxtaposed with the other two adverbs of certainty and serve as an indication of how an 

adverb might behave after it is far progressed in its functional development. 
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6.3 Obviously 

Obviously is the last adverb analyzed in this study. The adverbial is generally used as an 

evidential and is defined by the OED as an element that conveys if an event or a proposition 

can be perceived/assessed in “a clearly perceptible manner” (2013). To examine obviously, the 

following subsections display the adverb’s general features and overall diachronic 

development.  

 
6.3.1 General features of obviously 

In terms of features, obviously falls into three functional categories: the circumstantial, mood, 

and comment adjunct. The circumstantial adjunct has a verb-modifying function and 

represents the adverbial’s original use. It conveys the obviousness or clearly apparent manner 

in which an action/state was carried out, see (6.44). As a mood adjunct, obviously conveys two 

types of information: epistemic certainty and evidentiality. As an epistemic modal, obviously 

encodes the speaker’s degree of certainty about the proposition, see (6.45), while as an 

evidential, obviously suggests that the speaker’s belief is based on perceivable evidence or 

common knowledge rather than inference, see (6.46). Although there is a distinction between 

these two expressions of modality, it is not always clear-cut. For example, in (6.47) obviously 

may either indicate the speaker’s belief or their assumptions based on observable evidence. 

When addressing the modal meanings of obviously, this thesis takes a broader approach to 

modality. In this understanding, modality is seen as a linguistic category that refers to the 

factual status of a situation (Narrog 2005: 679). This means that modality not only incorporates 

notions of possibility, necessity, and certainty but also of volition and evidentiality (Narrog 

2005: 679).  

(6.44) […] and winking very obviously with one eye at Uncle Eliakim. (COHA, 1869) 

(6.45) [Y]ou can obviously raise your prices as much as you can get away with. (COHA, 

2005) 

(6.46) While Facebook obviously pioneered this idea with its algorithmically determined 

News Feed, […] (COHA, 2016) 

(6.47) This is obviously a fraud, a blatant forgery. (COHA, 2018) 

Having defined the mood adjunct, it is necessary to mention that there are instances of 

ambiguity between the adverb’s manner and modal meaning. As seen in (6.48), obviously may 

indicate the manner in which progress is being made or the speaker’s beliefs about the 

proposition. Moving on to the last functional category, obviously may also be used as a 
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comment adjunct. As such, the adverb may either serve as a parenthetical or a response item. 

The parenthetical is a comment on the proposition that does not necessarily influence its 

overall truth value. Generally, the parenthetical expresses evidentiality and suggests that the 

speaker’s belief about the proposition is based on observations or common knowledge rather 

than inference, see (6.49). The response item, on the other hand, expresses the speaker’s 

attitude or evaluation of the preceding statement, see (6.50). Unlike the other adverbs 

analyzed in this approach, obviously does not necessarily function as an emphatic affirmative 

when used as a response item but rather as a modal that reinforces the speaker’s point and 

conveys a sense of conviction about the statement being made.  

(6.48) […] I might add still further to the wondrous progress she was so obviously making. 

(COHA, 1864)  

(6.49) Obviously, only by comparing the symptoms that the patient exhibits, […] (COHA, 

1868) 

(6.50) He was a weird guy. Obviously. (COCA, 2017) 

Now that we have defined the adverb’s use from a systemic functional perspective, it is 

necessary to address its syntax. Like the other adverbs, obviously is primarily found in the 

medial position with an overall distribution of 68% to 73%, see Figure 9. However, unlike 

definitely and certainly, it also exhibits a considerable distribution in other positions. First, 

there is the parenthetical, which takes up about 19% to 23% of all hits. This position is likely 

due to the prototypical use of obviously as an evidential. Although the adverb does exhibit 

evidentiality as a mood adjunct, the data analysis revealed that this meaning is most suitable 

for the comment adjunct. The reason for this is that the adjunct is generally used to convey 

assessments over the entirety of the proposition rather than just parts of it. Another 

interesting feature is the initial position. Since the adverb is primarily used to encode 

interpersonal meanings, it is also more likely to occur clause-initially. Within this position, the 

adverb generally appears as a mood adjunct, such as in (6.51), but it may also function as a 

comment adjunct, see (6.49). As a result, the distribution of the initial position is not only an 

indication of the mood adjunct’s prominence but also of the parenthetical not being detached 

from the clause by punctuation. Although the comment adjunct is relatively common in 

parenthetical constructions, the response item has only a marginal distribution of only 1%. 

This might be due to its pragmatic-semantic function. While the adverb does convey 

agreement, it also implies that the presented information is already known or evident to the 
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speaker and the listener, see (6.52). Consequently, it is not as applicable in everyday language 

use as the other adverbs analyzed in this approach. Lastly, there is the end position. This 

position is relatively uncommon as it is primarily occupied by the circumstantial adjunct, see 

(6.53). Similar to the initial position, however, there are some instances in the corpora in which 

the comment adjunct is not separated from the clause and appears in the end position, see 

(6.54). These false positives can be identified by looking at accentuation. For example, in (6.54) 

obviously is not obligatory as it follows an accented element and can, therefore, not have 

neutral focal accent.  

 

Figure 9. Syntactic distribution of obviously in PDE (1990s - 2010s) (COHA & COCA). 

(6.51) Obviously because either the Galactic Eye can not detect something as small as a 

starship […] (COHA, 2017) 

(6.52) I mean, obviously I'm not condoning sex for money. (COHA, 2017) 

(6.53)  […] much of an egoist, was not willing to put himself forward as such 

so obviously. (COHA, 1918) 

(6.54)  Their union protects teachers from *unfair* firing, which is a good thing 

obviously. (COCA, 2012) 

Apart from these major positions, obviously also exhibits other interesting syntactic 

features. First, obviously can appear in interrogative sentences. In this clause type, the adverb 

generally occurs as a manner adjunct and questions the overtness/obviousness of an 

action/state, see (6.55). Unlike the other adverbs analyzed in this approach, obviously does 

not appear in imperative clauses. The reason for this is that the mood adjunct exclusively 

exhibits modality and has no emphasizing potential. However, as can be seen in (6.56), the 
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circumstantial adjunct can, in principle, occur within an imperative clause. Even though 

obviously in (6.56) is grammatically correct, it would be stylistically peculiar in everyday 

conversation. Imperatives are usually much more straightforward, and examples, such as 

(6.56), could be perceived as overly explicit or repetitive. The only situations in which this 

position seems appropriate are structures that require intentional emphasis and/or rhetorical 

effect. Another interesting feature of obviously is that it can function as a non-bleached 

intensifier. This function is relatively common and takes up a significant distribution in the 

adverb’s overall use. When obviously is used for submodification, it generally conveys the 

degree to which the adjective holds. This is best observed in (6.57), in which obviously refers 

to the evidentiality of ancient. Since the adverb provides conceptual information, its meaning 

is generally seen as ideational, and its status is further addressed in section 7.1. Thirdly, 

obviously may also appear between auxiliaries. However, unlike the other adverbs of certainty, 

this position not only displays the mood adjunct but can also house a manner meaning. This is 

best observed in (6.58), in which obviously is directly modifying shaped. Lastly, the adverb can 

appear in the split infinitive as a mood and circumstantial adjunct. Although the mood adjunct 

has relatively free movement and can avoid this stylistic choice, there are some instances in 

which the manner adjunct cannot be easily resolved. For example, in (6.59) obviously cannot 

occur before the split-infinitive as is would express modality, see (6.60). It can, however, appear 

after the VP, see (6.61). While this position does resolve the split-infinitive, it might not be 

appropriate for this context as it puts additional emphasis on the overtness of violate.  

(6.55)  Well, don't you think it's mixing them up a little too obviously? (COHA, 1961) 

(6.56) ? Don’t do it secretly, do it obviously.  

(6.57) […] and bushes that had obviously been shaped, but not into unnatural shapes 

[…] (COHA, 2019) 

(6.58)  In fact, someone brought an obviously ancient knife into the bakery. (COHA, 

2010)  

(6.59)  I mean, I don't want to obviously violate their privacy any more than we already 

do. (COCA, 2015) 

(6.60)  I mean, I obviously don't want to violate their privacy any more than we already 

do. 

(6.61)  I mean, I don't want to violate their privacy any more obviously than we already 

do. 



69 
 

With regards to collocations, obviously does exhibit some syntagmatic behavioral 

features that indicate its overall function. On the phrase level, obviously can be proceeded by 

degree modifiers that either highlight the obviousness/visibility of an action/state or the 

degree of certainty of a proposition. Looking at Table 5 more closely, modifiers such as too and 

more usually indicate manner, while others such as most and quite generally convey modality 

and evidentiality. As can be seen in their frequency per million in Table 5, the degree modifiers 

indicating modality are much more common than the ones conveying manner. This is likely 

due to a larger distribution of the adverb’s modal meaning in PDE. Moving on, the 

circumstantial adjunct is generally concerned with visibility. Due to this, the adverb tends to 

co-occur with the verbal domain of action and perception, see (6.62). The mood adjunct, on 

the other hand, has relatively free movement within the clause, but it tends to occur in copular 

constructions, see (6.63). Overall, these degree modifiers and verbal domains can be used to 

analyze the function of obviously. Although this is the case, there are still some instances of 

ambiguity in which the meaning of obviously can only be inferred with further prosodic and 

textual information.  

Table 5. Most common collocates of obviously (COCA). 

Premodifier Frequency per million Related readings 

So 1.60 Modal; rarely Manner 

Most 0.40 Modal 

quite 0.31 Modal 

More 0.19 Manner 

Very 0.15 Manner; Modal 

too 0.09 Manner; Degree Modifier 

(6.62)  He touches himself more obviously now. (COHA, 2012) 

(6.63)  In many cases, this is obviously true. (COCA, 2017) 

 

6.3.2 Diachronic development of obviously 
This section addresses the diachronic development of obviously. It first describes the adverb’s 

emergence and displays its functional and syntactic shift in the COHA.  

Similar to the other adverbs analyzed in this approach, obviously is a product of 

adverbialization. During its development, the item shifted from the non-gradable adjective 

obvious, which expresses the plain and evident quality of an entity, to an adjunct describing 

the obviousness and visibility of an event or state. The first attested uses of obviously date 

from the mid-1600s, when the adverb was generally used as a circumstantial adjunct, see 
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(6.64) and (6.65). After closely examining the data of the EEBO, the adverb did not experience 

any significant shifts in function during the EModE period.   

(6.64) [T]hese four points lie obviously above ground in the words: […] (EEBO, 1648) 

(6.65)  Texts of holy Writ obviously writ or painted. (OED, 1668) 

When looking at the functional shift of obviously in the COHA, it becomes apparent that 

the adverb has already been subjectified by the 1820s. This increasing tendency toward 

interpersonal subjectivity must have occurred during the 120 years between the EEBO and the 

COHA. In terms of overall developments, Figure 10 clearly displays that the adverb has shifted 

toward a more interpersonal meaning. The circumstantial adjunct, which exhibited a 

distribution of 50% during the 1820s and 30s, has significantly decreased in frequency by the 

2010s. This is a clear indication of the grammaticalization and subjectification process, as the 

adverb’s ideational meanings were gradually substituted by interpersonal ones. The mood 

adjunct is the most prevalent function of obviously with a distribution of 56% by 2010. 

Although this represents a significant development, it is also necessary to highlight the 

comment adjunct. This type of adjunct only emerged during the early 19th century and 

increases in 2010 to a distribution of about 28%. Interestingly, there is a small decline to about 

15% in 1960, which is most likely due to the introduction of another genre (section 7.3). The 

reason obviously has such a high distribution as a comment adjunct is likely due to its evidential 

meaning. Even though evidentiality can be found in the mood adjunct, this meaning seems to 

be most commonly used in the comment adjunct. This is likely due to its commentary function 

as obviously can convey shared understanding without necessarily influencing the clause’s 

overall truth value, see (6.66). In effect, the functional shift of obviously is characterized by a 

strong decline of ideational meanings and the rise of the mood and comment adjuncts. Unlike 

the other adverbs analyzed in this approach, the comment adjunct takes up a significant 

distribution of hits which is likely due to its prototypical use.  
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Figure 10. Diachronic development of obviously from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

(6.66) Obviously, you want to look the best. (COCA, 2012) 

Considering the adverb’s formal features, the syntactic shift of obviously from 1820 to 

2010 is relatively similar to its functional shift. Like other -ly adverbs, the medial position 

contains the largest distribution throughout the 200-year period of the COHA. However, as can 

be seen in Figure 11, the adverb also has a significant occurrence in the initial position and in 

parenthetical constructions. To illustrate, the initial position was only marginally present 

during the early 1900s and then increased to about 18% in the 1880s. After that, the position 

started to decline and stagnated by about 7% to 9%. The reason for this development is likely 

to be the emergence of the mood adjunct. This adjunct tends to appear clause-initially and 

medially, and it can be assumed that the adverb’s subjectification caused some degree of 

leftward movement (section 7.2). The rise of the parenthetical, on the other hand, reflects the 

prominence of the comment adjunct. As already mentioned in the previous paragraph, the 

comment adjunct takes up a distribution of more than 25% in 2010. This finding is supported 

by the overall distribution in Figure 11 and hints at the assumption that the adverb’s 

prototypical meaning is most suitable for the periphery of the clause. Nevertheless, not all 

instances of the comment adjunct are prominent. As seen in Figure 11, the response item has 

a continuous distribution of only 1%. There is no obvious reason for this, but it may be due to 

its meaning. Unlike other affirmatives such as definitely and surely, the evidential meaning of 

obviously is very context-dependent, and its lack of use may simply be a matter of convention 

or preference among speakers in a given community and time period. Lastly, there is the end 

position. This position is generally occupied by the circumstantial adjunct and rarely appears 
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throughout the 200-year timespan of the COHA. This might be another indication of the 

adverb’s continual shift toward a more interpersonal meaning.  

 

Figure 11. Syntactic distribution of obviously from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

To summarize, this section has shown that obviously has experienced a significant 

functional shift since its emergence in the mid-1600s. The adverb adverbialized from an 

adjectival base and then subjectified into a mood adjunct by the beginning of the 19th century. 

The adverb’s comment adjunct only emerged during the early 1800s and now takes up a 

significant distribution of about 25%. Overall, the adverb has clearly undergone 

subjectification and grammaticalization since it is used nowadays as a pragmatic marker that 

indicates the speaker’s assessment of the certainty and/or factuality of a proposition.   
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7. Discussion 

This section discusses the findings of section 6 and further contextualizes them. Section 7.1 

shows how the adverbials’ development exhibits features of subjectification and 

grammaticalization, section 7.2 highlights the adverbials’ leftward movement, and section 7.3 

assesses the reliability of COHA and examines how its contents may have impacted the results.  

 

7.1 The adverbs of certainty and their grammaticalization and (inter)subjectification 

This section provides a final overview of the adverbs’ development and describes how their 

functional shifts can be applied to the concepts of (inter)subjectification and 

grammaticalization. 

First, the three adverbs of certainty have undergone (inter)subjectification. They have 

shifted from conveying a conceptual meaning to an increasing tendency of encoding the 

speaker’s subjective state/attitude. Looking at the results of this diachronic analysis, the 

adverbs’ (inter)subjectification process is characterized by two stages, namely the emergence 

of the mood and the comment adjuncts. The mood adjunct represents the first stage in this 

development and is concerned with the speaker’s commitment to the truth value of the 

proposition. During this stage, the adverbs encode meanings such as epistemic certainty, 

emphasis (definitely; certainly), and evidentiality (obviously). Interestingly, all these different 

expressions of modality surfaced during a similar period and exhibit a tendency for semantic 

overlap. For example, in (7.1) definitely conveys the speaker’s subjective certitude while also 

emphasizing their perspective, and in (7.2) obviously expresses the speaker’s confidence while 

also referring to shared/perceptual evidence. In effect, the diachronic analysis showed that 

the specific expressions of evidentiality and emphasis did not develop separately but rather 

surfaced in conjunction with the epistemic modal.  

(7.1)  […] I might definitely settle the rhythm, the metre, and the length and general 

arrangement of the […] (COHA, 1846) 

(7.2) Our existence obviously consists in nothing else than in having sensations or 

thoughts. (COHA, 1833) 

Following the emergence of the mood adjunct, the next step in the adverbs’ 

development is their use as a comment adjunct. The data analysis has shown that after 

encoding the speaker’s attitude and perspective in the mood, the adverbs tend to move 

outside of the clause’s mood structure. This development expressed itself in two forms: the 
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parenthetical and the response item. The parenthetical represents the first stage and is used 

to express the speaker’s comment without influencing the overall truth value of a proposition.  

This function is characterized by being situated in the periphery of the clause and by conveying 

subjective, see (7.3), as well as intersubjective meanings, see (7.4). After the emergence of the 

parenthetical, the comment adjuncts also began to appear as response items. These discursive 

elements represent the adverbs’ most recent developments and are generally used as 

affirmatives. As can be seen in (7.5), the response item has a subjective and intersubjective 

connotation. It expresses the speaker’s belief and attitude toward a proposition and indicates 

a shared understanding/agreement between the speaker and the listener regarding the 

validity of the proposition. Such an interpretation is in line with Aijmer (2011: 170), who 

argued that response items generally express the speaker’s opinion as well as accommodate 

the hearer and their assumptions. Overall, the (inter)subjectification of the three adverbs of 

certainty is characterized by a shift from an objective manner adjunct to a modal adjunct that 

is first used as a mood adjunct and then develops into a comment adjunct that either functions 

as a parenthetical or response item. 

(7.3) Definitely, the most consistent come-back album, […] (COCA, 2012) 

(7.4) That's not going to happen, definitely? (COCA, 2012) 

(7.5) Oh, but he was interested in her. Definitely. (COHA, 1941) 

Apart from these major functional shifts, three adverbs also experienced other, more 

marginal, developments during their (inter)subjectification. First, the adverbials did not only 

develop into modal markers but also into degree modifiers, see (7.6), (7.7), and (7.8). In this 

use, the adverbs function as amplifiers and maximize the properties of the adjective, adverb, 

or verb they modify. This means that they situate the degree of a proposition on the highest 

point of an abstractly conceived scale (Quirk et al. 1985: 589). In terms of SFG, degree 

modifiers can be categorized as mood adjuncts (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 172-173, 182). 

The reason for this is that they represent judgments and assessments by the speaker and “are 

typically associated with interpersonally loaded processes or attributes” (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2014: 188). When comparing the three adverbs with one another, obviously is 

the most likely to appear as a degree adverb. The reason for this is its prototypical function as 

an evidential. For example in (7.7), obviously emphasizes the self-evident and apparent nature 

of superior and allows the speaker to convey their belief without explicitly stating the reasons 

behind it. Next, all three adverbs can function as non-bleached intensifiers within the NP. 
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These modifiers convey the degree to which the characterization conveyed by the descriptive 

modifier holds (Ghesquière 2009: 318). This is best observed in (7.9), in which the speaker 

uses obviously to indicate readily available evidence to support the appropriateness of 

stunned. These NP-internal uses are notoriously difficult to categorize. The reason for this is 

that they convey conceptual information while also encoding the speaker’s subjective 

judgment. This is why researchers such as Ghesquière (2009: 318) argue that NP-internal 

intensifiers are ideationally subjective. However, since this instance of ideational subjectivity 

is still contested (Narrog 2012: 18) and situated outside of the verbal domain, this study does 

not examine them on a deeper level. 

(7.6) Well, this war has settled one thing definitely. (COHA, 1919) 

(7.7) He seemed obviously superior to his neighbors […] (COHA, 1879) 

(7.8) [A] woman who had been unable to digest with comfort the lightest meal, seemed 

certainly surprising. (COHA, 1884) 

(7.9) The camera had moved back to a long shot, panning the obviously stunned crowd 

that […] (COHA, 2001) 

Finally, although subjectification and grammaticalization are not inherently related 

concepts, the pragmatic-semantic changes obviously, definitely, and certainly have undergone 

are characteristic of grammaticalization.  By encoding speaker-oriented meanings, the 

adverbs have significantly changed their formal features and gained a more grammatical 

function over time. To illustrate, the mood adjunct increased its scope to that of the 

proposition and gained relatively free movement within the clause. This caused the adjunct to 

have a secondary role within the clause structure as it is not part of the predication and cannot 

be targeted by focalizability and addressability measures. The adverbs’ grammatical change 

was then further emphasized by the emergence of the comment adjunct. This adverbial type 

is characterized by its relative scope over the clause as a whole and its syntactically detached 

position. Due to this, comment adjuncts are seen as more grammaticalized since they have no 

influence over the clause’s truth value and primarily serve a commentary/pragmatic function, 

see (7.3). Overall, the grammaticalization of the three adverbs of certainty can be analyzed by 

observing their tendency to encode speaker-relatedness and their non-obligatory role within 

the clause.  

In conclusion, the data analysis has shown that the three adverbs of certainty have 

followed a relatively similar path of (inter)subjectification. They emerged as manner adjuncts 
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conveying conceptual information and gradually began to encode interpersonal relations, 

which caused them to gain a secondary/non-obligatory role within the clause.  

 

7.2 Leftward movement and intersubjectivity 

In one of her articles, Traugott (2010: 60) mentioned that subjectified items tend to be 

situated more leftward in the clause than their objective counterparts. Now the question 

arises to what extent this leftward movement takes place during the subjectification process. 

Are subjectified adverbs merely gaining a larger distribution in the initial position than in the 

end position, or is there also some leftward movement within the medial position? To address 

this question, this section analyzes the adverbs’ syntactic distribution from 1820 to 2010 by 

applying the classification proposed in section 5.3.1. After doing so, this section also highlights 

the clause periphery and examines if parentheticals to the left of the clause tend to be 

subjective while the ones to the right tend to be intersubjective.  

When looking at adverbial positions, the clause is usually divided into three parts: the 

initial, medial, and end positions. Although this differentiation does allow for some insight into 

the leftward movement of the clause, it does not work on a more fine-grained level. Therefore, 

for the sake of this syntactic analysis, the linear structure of the clause is further differentiated. 

These subcategories are visualized in Figure 12, in which each major position represents one 

color gradient. The medial is visualized in blue and consists of the classifications mentioned in 

section 5.3.1, while the initial and end positions are represented in red and green respectively. 

Furthermore, this analysis also includes extra-clausal positions in which the adverb is 

syntactically detached from the clause’s linear structure. With this classification, it should be 

possible to pinpoint leftward movements in the clause. 

As can be seen in Figures 13 and 14, definitely and obviously have experienced a clear 

shift toward the leftward positions. This development not only occurred towards the initial 

position but also clause-medially. To illustrate, adjuncts that are situated before obligatory 

elements significantly decreased in proportion, while the position between the subject and 

finite operator experienced a gradual increase over time. The position after the finite 

Figure 12. Visualization of all possible adverbial positions within the clause. 
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operator, however, remains relatively stable and represents the primary position in which the 

adverbs of certainty can be found. To show that these findings are reliable, the syntactic 

distribution of certainly in Figure 15 serves as a control. This adverb has already completed 

most of its functional shift by the 19th century, and its distribution did not change significantly 

throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. This, in turn, indicates that the corpus’ clause positions 

do not oscillate too much in situations where there is no ongoing pragmatic-semantic shift. 

Moving on to definitely and obviously (see Figures 13 & 14), both the initial and end positions 

display interesting developments. The final position of definitely and obviously is gradually 

decreasing over time and the initial position experiences continual growth. These 

developments may be assumed to be due to the disappearance of the circumstantial and the 

emergence of the mood adjunct. Overall, the results show that the subjectification of the 

three adverbs of certainty not only involved leftward movement toward the initial position 

but also within the medial position itself.  

 

Figure 13. Detailed syntactic distribution of definitely from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 
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Figure 14. Detailed syntactic distribution of obviously from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

 

Figure 15. Detailed syntactic distribution of certainly from 1820 to 2010 (COHA). 

Now that we have described the leftward movement within the clause structure, let us 

move to the extra-clausal positions. With the emergence of the comment adjunct, the adverbs 

have also experienced a movement outside of the linear structure of the clause. Interestingly, 

these developments not only indicate the adverbs’ subjectivity but could also display their 

intersubjectivity over time. According to Traugott (2012: 8), subjective meanings tend to 

appear in the left periphery of the clause, while intersubjective meanings occur on the right. 

Looking at the results of the data analysis, the tendencies observed seem to support Traugott’s 

hypothesis. When the adverbs are used in the left periphery, they convey the speaker’s 

commitment to the following discourse. For example, in (7.10), (7.11), and (7.12), the 

comment adjuncts are used to signal the speaker’s confidence in their assertion. The right 

periphery, on the other hand, exhibits both intersubjectivity and subjectivity. If the adverb is 
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framed in a question, it always refers to the listener’s cognitive stance. This can be best 

observed in (7.13), in which obviously is used as a question tag to prompt a response from the 

listener. In regular declaratives, however, the adverbs may indicate subjectivity or 

intersubjectivity. The only adverb that regularly displays intersubjectivity in this position is 

certainly. This is because the adverb in this position generally seeks agreement with the 

listener to affirm the speaker’s subjective certitude, see (7.14). Obviously and definitely, on 

the other hand, tend to express subjectivity as they are used to reaffirm and emphasize the 

speaker’s perspective/attitude, see (7.15) and (7.16). When examining the right periphery, it 

is important to keep in mind that intersubjectivity always involves some degree of subjectivity, 

and there are instances of ambiguity. For example, in (7.17), obviously may either emphasize 

the speaker’s opinion or ask for the listener’s perspective. One could use the paraphrases 

proposed by Traugott (2012: 21) to resolve this ambiguity, see (7.18), but these results are not 

always reliable and depend on the larger context or the prosody of an utterance.  

(7.10)  Obviously, we'd never take it that far. (COCA, 2014) 

(7.11)  Certainly, we should be grateful. (COCA, 2012) 

(7.12)  Definitely, we should continue to try to improve awareness amongst code 

reviewers, […] (COCA, 2012) 

(7.13)  Because they're going to testify against him, obviously? (COHA, 2007) 

(7.14)  Feminists have plenty of reason to be hostile or suspicious of religion, certainly. 

(COHA, 2012) 

(7.15)  I can't possibly know, obviously. (COCA, 2012) 

(7.16)  I do believe it's wrong, definitely. (COHA, 1968) 

(7.17)  Something has to give, obviously. (COCA, 2012) 

(7.18)  ? Something has to give, I want you to agree.  

In conclusion, this section shows that the leftward movement caused by subjectification 

not only affects the initial, medial, and end positions but also the more specific positions 

within these zones. Subjectified elements tend to occur around the finite operator, and with 

the emergence of the comment adjunct, they also move outside of the clause’s linear 

structure. These extra-clausal positions can also be used as indications for (inter)subjectivity 

as the left consistently conveys subjectivity, while the right may exhibit both. However, when 

looking at this feature, it is important to mention that the leftward movement hypothesis is 

only applicable within the linear structure of the clause itself. As seen in the results, the 
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tendency of intersubjective elements to appear in the right periphery likely suggests that 

extra-clausal elements are not necessarily subject to this leftward movement.   

 

7.3 The contents of the COHA and its influence on the overall results 

Before concluding this study, it is necessary to highlight some outliers in the quantitative 

analysis. As can be seen in the data analyses of section 6, both definitely and obviously have 

undergone a radical shift in use from circumstantial to mood adjuncts between 1910 and 

1960. This is not only due to an increasing (inter)subjectification, but also due to the sample 

itself. As already mentioned in section 5.2, the COHA adds movie scripts to all datasets after 

1930. This is a significant shift in text types, which influenced the overall results. To further 

illustrate this impact, Figures 16 and 17 juxtapose the functional distribution of definitely and 

obviously in 1920 and 1930. When examining these graphs, it becomes evident that both 

adverbs experienced a significant decrease in ideational meanings in only one decade. The 

circumstantial meaning of definitely decreased by 11% and for obviously it was lowered by 

13%. These findings show that the introduction of movie scripts influenced the adverbs’ 

functional distribution to some degree. This is a problematic outcome as it puts the efficacy 

of this approach into question. The reason for this is that skewed datasets cannot accurately 

represent overall language use. However, when conducting this type of corpus linguistics 

study, it is important to keep in mind that it does not reflect actual language changes but 

rather changes within the corpus itself. While the findings of this study are somewhat skewed, 

they do provide some insights about general language use. For example, the high distribution 

of the mood adjunct in Figures 16 and 17 may be an indication that interpersonal meanings 

are more common in spoken than in written discourse. Furthermore, the decrease of 

obviously’s comment adjunct implies that the parenthetical is mostly used in written text. In 

short, although the introduction of movie scripts skews the results of this diachronic analysis, 

these differences might be indications that the interpersonal markers are used differently in 

spoken and written discourse.  
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Figure 16. Comparison of the functional distribution of definitely in 1920 and 1930 (COHA). 

 

Figure 17. Comparison of the functional distribution of obviously in 1920 and 1930 (COHA). 

Another interesting addition to the COHA’s datasets is the inclusion of websites and 

blogs in the 2010s. Unlike movie scripts, this genre did not skew the overall functional 

distribution of the adverbs too much. However, there were some changes in the frequencies 

of the comment adjunct. As can be seen in Figures 18 and 19, the comment adjuncts of 

definitely and obviously clearly decreased in frequency from 2000 to 2010. This is a rather 

interesting phenomenon as it suggests that online discourse is less likely to use pragmatic 

markers. This finding is further emphasized by the fact that the COHA’s online datasets contain 

no instances of definitely and obviously as parentheticals and response items. Consequently, 

one could argue that this genre does not allow for comment adjuncts since it lacks the 

prosodic and textual clues that written and spoken discourse usually contain. However, an 

article by van Bergen and Bosker (2018: 205) showed that readers can interpret interpersonal 
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makers in online discourse and use them for pragmatic inferences. Furthermore, the comment 

markers seem to be relatively common in the genres of the COCA, see (7.19) and (7.20). In 

effect, even though the introduction of online genres was accompanied by a 

decline/stagnation of the comment adjunct, it cannot be argued with certainty that the genre 

does generally not allow for these interpersonal markers.  

 

Figure 18. Comparison of the functional distribution of definitely in 2000 and 2010 (COHA). 

 

Figure 19. Comparison of the functional distribution of obviously in 2000 and 2010 (COHA). 

(7.19) Obviously, it wasn't the healthiest dinner. (COCA, 2012, WEB) 

(7.20) “Oh, yeah. Definitely, man.” (COCA, 2012, WEB) 

In sum, this section shows that the COHA’s introduction of movie scripts in 1930 and 

websites/blogs in 2010 did have some impact on the functional distribution of definitely and 

obviously. Although the results further solidify that this diachronic analysis is not 
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representative of actual language use, they may be used as indication that interpersonal 

meanings are more common in spoken discourse and that comment adjuncts are less likely to 

appear in online genres. However, to confirm these hypotheses for certain, it would be 

necessary to classify and compare functional distributions within written, spoken, and online 

genres.  Interestingly, certainly was not included in this section as its interpersonal meanings 

are more solidified in general language use, and the introduction of new genres only had a 

negligible influence on its functional distribution.  
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8. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that obviously, definitely, and certainly have clearly 

undergone a functional shift. The results of the COHA show that the three adverbs of certainty 

have developed from ideational expressions to interpersonal markers encoding the 

speaker/addressee’s perspective and attitude. While the adverbs have experienced similar 

stages in their (inter)subjectification and grammaticalization, there are some differences in 

their developmental paths. This section summarizes the key findings of this study and 

concludes this thesis by addressing whether definitely, obviously, and certainly have developed 

in a similar manner.   

In terms of functional shift, the three adverbs of certainty have undergone similar 

developmental stages. All three emerged through adverbialization, originating from an 

adjectival base that expanded in both morphosyntactic range and functional diversity. Initially, 

these adverbs were primarily used for verb modification, which aligns with Swan's (1997: 182-

183) argument that manner readings are a typical outcome of the adverbialization process. 

After emerging as a circumstantial adjunct, the adverbs gradually assumed a secondary role in 

the clause and started to encode the speaker’s subjective judgment as a mood adjunct. During 

this developmental stage, the mood adjunct was used to convey the speaker’s commitment 

about a proposition’s truth value as a modal adverb. Following this development, the adverbs 

came to be used as comment adjuncts. The comment adjunct developed in two stages, namely 

the parenthetical and the response marker. The parenthetical appeared first within the COHA’s 

datasets and functions as a comment on the clause as a whole, while the response item usually 

stood by itself and served as an affirmative conveying the speaker’s attitude about the 

preceding discourse.  These comment adjuncts can be seen as the last stage of the adverbs’ 

grammaticalization process as they are characterized by having no direct influence over the 

clause’s truth value and by their extra-clausal position.  

Although obviously, definitely, and certainly display similar stages in their diachronic 

cline, the three adverbs display clear differences in terms of meaning, frequency, and use. First, 

obviously and definitely not only express subjective certitude but also serve as prototypical 

markers of evidentiality and emphasis. These additional meanings developed alongside the 

modal sense, positioning the adverbs in contexts in which prototypical markers of epistemic 

certainty, such as certainly, cannot occur. Second, the adverbs differ significantly in their 

functional distribution. This contrast is particularly evident with obviously. While definitely and 
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certainly exhibit a declining distribution within the comment adjunct, the parenthetical use of 

obviously accounts for a quarter of its use. Moreover, obviously occurred much more 

frequently as a degree modifier and non-bleached intensifier. These discrepancies in 

proportion can be attributed to obviously’s prototypical function as an evidential, further 

highlighting the impact of underlying differences in the adverbs’ application.  

When looking at obviously in general, one could also argue that the adverb does not fully 

represent the semantic field of certainty. However, this is not entirely accurate, as even more 

prototypical members like definitely exhibit notable differences in their application. For 

instance, definitely exhibits a greater functional and syntactic diversity due to its emphasizing 

function and its ability to convey conviction and emphatic agreement more readily than its 

counterparts. Lastly, the most important difference between these three adverbs is the degree 

to which their diachronic development has progressed. As already seen in section 6.2, certainly 

was almost fully subjectified and grammaticalized by the 1820s. Apart from the further 

decrease of the circumstantial adjunct and some fluctuations in the comment adjunct, the 

adverb remained relatively stable during the 200-year timespan of the COHA.  Conversely, the 

diachronic development of obviously and definitely only began to accelerate within this 

timeframe. Although the modal meanings of these adverbs emerged prior to the 1820s, 

definitely and obviously were primarily used as circumstantial adjuncts during the 1800s. The 

mood adjunct only exceeded the circumstantial adjunct’s distribution by the 1910s for 

obviously and the 1960s for definitely. Furthermore, the use of obviously and definitely as 

comment adjuncts only emerged during the 19th century, which indicates that increasing 

degrees of speaker-relatedness led to movements outside of the linear structure of the clause. 

Overall, the diachronic analysis demonstrates that while the three adverbs of certainty follow 

a similar progression in functional categories, they significantly differ in their pragmatic-

semantic meanings, distributions, and the overall timeframe of their development. 

Now that we have defined the adverbs’ developmental similarities and differences, we 

can conclude this thesis by addressing the research question. From a macro-level perspective, 

the adverbs exhibit a similar developmental trajectory. As hypothesized, the adverbs initially 

emerged as adjectives that developed into circumstantial adjuncts, subsequently encoding 

interpersonal relations as mood and comment adjuncts. These developmental stages are 

relatively straightforward and are a clear indication of the adverbs’ grammaticalization and 

(inter)subjectification. However, when examining these functional shifts on a micro level, it 
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becomes evident that the three adverbs of certainty exhibit clear pragmatic-semantic and 

syntactic differences that position them on different developmental trajectories. 

Consequently, while the three markers of epistemic certainty may share similar functional 

classes, their actual use in language differs. 

In terms of limitations, the findings of this study should be approached cautiously due 

to certain issues with the research design and corpus. First, this approach is concerned with 

written data and lacks prosodic and contextual information. This caused many instances of 

ambiguity, in which the actual applications of the adverb could not be effectively identified. 

Second, the datasets from the COHA include many false positives and are not representative 

of actual language change. As highlighted in section 7.3, the results were easily skewed by the 

introduction of new genres, and the positional distributions discussed in section 6 could not 

fully encompass all positions, such as the parenthetical and response items. These challenges 

are difficult to overcome, as diachronic corpus linguistic studies depend on available datasets 

and can only provide definitive observations when attested in discourse. Nonetheless, there 

are some options to further analyze the development of the adverbs of certainty. This study 

focused solely on three adverbs, and exploring other adverbs of certainty, particularly those 

without the -ly suffix, could provide additional insights into the evolution of epistemic 

certainty. Moreover, while the systemic functional framework delivered some insights into the 

adverbs’ diachronic development, it may be beneficial to employ an alternative framework. 

The reason for this is that SFG has no hierarchical layers, and the parallel metafunctions make 

it difficult to accommodate analytical frameworks such as the types of subjectivity by De Smet 

and Verstraete. 

Despite these methodological and corpus-related challenges, this approach was able to 

encapsulate the functional shift of definitely, obviously, and certainly. The results demonstrate 

that even though the adverbs may differ in terms of meaning and distribution, they underwent 

a similar development from an adverb expressing ideational information to an interpersonal 

marker that encodes the speaker/addressee’s perspective and attitude.  
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10. Appendix  

 

10.1 Abstract English 

This paper is a diachronic corpus linguistic study that investigates the development of three -

ly adverbs — definitely, obviously, and certainly — through the lens of systemic functional 

grammar. The central research question guiding this study is whether these adverbs have 

undergone a similar functional shift between 1820 and 2010. The results show that the three 

adverbs of certainty have undergone significant changes akin to the processes of 

(inter)subjectification and grammaticalization. They initially emerged from an adjectival base 

as circumstantial adjuncts and then gradually started to encode interpersonal information as 

mood adjuncts. After developing into modal markers, the adverbs began to move outside of 

the clause’s linear structure and serve a discursive function as a comment adjunct. Although 

the three adverbs have undergone similar developmental stages, they differ in some of their 

core features. The adverbs fulfill different functions and exhibit differences in their syntactic 

as well as functional distributions. To illustrate, definitely usually serves as an emphasizer and 

is found in more diverse contexts, certainly is already fully subjectified by the 20th century and 

characterized by its prototypical function as a marker of epistemic certainty, and obviously 

mostly functions as an evidential that is largely found in the clause-periphery as a comment 

adjunct. In effect, this thesis demonstrates that although the adverbs exhibit a similar 

diachronic cline on the macro level, they display clear developmental differences on the micro 

level. Overall, this study contributes to the literature on adverbialization, subjectification, and 

grammaticalization, and provides a systemic functional framework with which one can analyze 

the semantic, pragmatic, and syntactic features of modal -ly adverbs. 

 

10.2 Abstract German 

Diese Arbeit ist eine diachrone korpuslinguistische Studie, die die Entwicklung von drei 

englischen -ly Adverbien, nämlich definitely, obviously und certainly aus der Perspektive der 

systemisch-funktionalen Grammatik untersucht. Die Forschungsfrage, die diese Studie leitet, 

ist, ob die Adverbien von 1820 bis 2010 einen ähnlichen funktionalen Wandel durchlaufen 

haben. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass die drei Adverbien der Gewissheit signifikante 

Veränderungen erfahren haben, die den Prozessen der (Inter-)Subjektivierung und 

Grammatikalisierung ähnlich sind. Die Adverbien stammen ursprünglich aus einer 
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adjektivischen Basis und begannen allmählich, zwischenmenschliche Informationen als 

Stimmungsadverbien zu kodieren. Nachdem sie sich zu einem Marker der epistemischen 

Modalität entwickelt hatten, begannen die Adverbien, sich außerhalb der linearen Struktur 

des Satzes zu bewegen und eine diskursive Funktion als Kommentar-Adverbium zu erfüllen. 

Obwohl die drei Adverbien ähnliche Entwicklungsstadien durchlaufen haben, unterscheiden 

sie sich in einigen ihrer Kernmerkmale. Die Adverbien erfüllen unterschiedliche Funktionen 

und zeigen daher unterschiedliche syntaktische sowie funktionale Verteilungen auf. Definitely 

dient als Betonungsadverb und findet sich in vielfältigeren Kontexten, certainly ist bereits im 

20. Jahrhundert vollständig subjektiviert und wird durch seine Funktion als Modalpartikel 

charakterisiert, und obviously findet sich als Evidential-Adverbium überwiegend in der 

Satzperipherie als Kommentar-Adverbium. Diese Arbeit zeigt, dass die Adverbien auf der 

Makroebene einen ähnlichen diachronen Verlauf aufweisen, jedoch auf der Mikroebene 

deutliche semantische und syntaktische Unterschiede zeigen. Insgesamt trägt diese Studie zur 

Literatur über Adverbialisierung, Subjektivierung und Grammatikalisierung bei und bietet ein 

systemisch-funktionalen Modell an, mit dem die semantischen, pragmatischen und 

syntaktischen Merkmale von modalen -ly Adverbien analysiert werden können. 

 


