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1. Intr oduction

In languagesthathave them,adjectivesandthefunctionalstructurethey projectare
theprototypicalmeansby which gradablenotionsareexpressed,andconsequently
probablytheclearestwindow availableontohow degreemodiÞcationworks. But
degreemodiÞcationoccursoutsidethe adjectival domainaswell (a fact notedby
Bolinger1972,Abney 1987,Deutjes1997,KennedyandMcNally 2004amongoth-
ers),andthemechanismsthatunderliegradabilityin thesenon-adjectival contexts
remainlargely mysterious.Thebig-pictureaim of this paperis to shedsomelight
ontoonecornerof thismurky areaby examiningavarietyof non-adjectival degree
modiÞcationin which thegradablepredicateis providedby a noun,andanadjec-
tiveservesonly to characterizethedegreeto which thegradablepredicateholds.In
thecompositionalsemanticsultimatelyproposedhere,corepropertiesof this con-
structionfollow from a restrictionon how degreeson onescalecanbemappedto
degreeson anotherandfrom a closestructuralparallelbetweenthe nominaland
adjectival extendedprojections.

Thephenomenonat issuehereis exempliÞedin (1):

(1) a. Georgeis anenormousidiot.
b. Gladysis abig beer-drinker.
c. Threehugegoat-cheeseenthusiastswerearguingin thecorner.
d. Most really colossalcurling fansaredifÞcultto understand.

Themostnaturalreadingsfor thesentencesin (1) donÕt involve any claim of large
physical size; rather, the nominal predicateis claimedto hold to a high degree.
Strikingly, thesereadingspersistandarewell-behavedin a varietyof syntacticand
semanticcontexts, includingcomparatives,how-questions,andtoo-constructions:

(2) a. Gladysis abiggeridiot thanFloyd.
b. How big anidiot is Gladys?
c. Gladysis toobig anidiot to talk to.

Theavailability of suchreadingsfor sizeadjectivesis notapeculiarityof English:

(3) SPANISH

Pedro
Pedro

es
is

un
a

gran
great

idiota.
idiot

ÔPedrois abig idiotÕ
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(4) POLISH

wielki
great

idiota
idiot

ÔbigidiotÕ

Similar effectscanbediscernedin numerousotherlanguages.
Section2 examinesthis phenomenonin moredetail, arguing that it is not

merelyareßectionof someotherlinguistic(or extralinguistic)process.In doingso,
two generalizationsemerge: thesereadingsarepossibleonly in attributive (in En-
glish, prenominal)positionsand,surprisingly, systematicallyonly with adjectives
thatpredicatebigness.In section3, I proposeaninterpretationfor thesestructures
that accountsfor thesegeneralizations,consideringtwo waysof doing this. The
Þrstbuilds on the intuition that nounsseemlesscontext-sensitive thanadjectives
with respectto thestandardsthatresolve vagueness;thesecond,on thenotionthat
thepolarityof anounandasizeadjectiveservingasits degreemodiÞermustmatch.
I settleon the latter. Section4 developsa meansof assemblingthis interpretation
compositionally, advocatinga structurefor the extendedNP that closelyparallels
thatof theextendedAP. Section5 verybrießyconcludes.

2. Two Generalizationsand SomeMor eFactsand Complications

2.1. ThePositionGeneralization

The degree readingof a size adjective seemsto be unavailable in predicative
positionsÑ(5a)and(6a)areambiguous,but (5b) and(6b) have only a literal-size
reading:1

(5) a. thatbig beer-drinker
b. *Thatbeer-drinker is big.

(6) a. Georgeisanenormousidiot.
b. *Georgeis anidiot, andheis enormous.

Thedegreereadingis alsoimpossiblepostnominally:

(7) a. abiggerbeer-drinker thanany IÕvemetbefore
b. *abeer-drinkerbiggerthanany IÕvemetbefore

(8) a. a

!
moreenormous
bigger

"

idiot thanyoucanimagine

b. anidiot

!
*moreenormous

*?bigger

"

thanyoucanimagine

(9) a. toobig awar-mongerto tolerate
b. *awar-mongertoobig to tolerate
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This generalpatternhasanaloguesoutsideEnglish. In Spanishand Polish, for
example,degreereadingsare also impossiblepostnominally(as theselanguages
candemonstrateperhapsmorestarklythanEnglishcan):

(10) SPANISH

a. Pedro
Pedro

es
is

un
a

gran
great

idiota.
idiot

ÔPedrois hugelyidiotic.Õ
b. Pedro

Pedro
es
is

un
a

idiota
idiot

grande.
great

ÔPedrois physically largeandanidiot.Õ

(11) POLISH

a. wielki
great

kretyn
cretin

Ôonewho is hugelycretinousÕ
b. kretyn

cretin
wielki
great

Ôacretinwho is physically largeÕ

And, like in English,thesereadingsareimpossiblein predicativeVP positions:

(12) SPANISH

Ese
This

idiota
idiot

es
is

enorme.
enormous

ÔThesizeof this idiot is large.Õ

(13) POLISH

Ten
This

kretyn
cretin

jest
is

wielki
great

ÔThiscretinis largein size.Õ

ThisgeneralizationcanbestatedmoreofÞciallyasin (14):

(14) THE POSITION GENERALIZATION: Degreereadingsof sizeadjectivesare
possibleonly prenominally.

2.2. TheBignessGeneralization

Theotherbasicgeneralizationin thisdomainis thatadjectivesthatpredicatebigness
(thatis, upwardmonotonicsizeadjectives)aresystematicallyableto receivedegree
readings,but this is not thecasefor adjectivesthatpredicatesmallness:
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(15) Georgeis a

#
$$$$$$$$%

$$$$$$$$&

big
enormous
huge
colossal
mammoth
gargantuan

'
$$$$$$$$(

$$$$$$$$)

idiot.

(16) Georgeis a

#
$$$$$$$$%

$$$$$$$$&

*small
* tiny
*minuscule
*microscopic
*diminutive
*minute

'
$$$$$$$$(

$$$$$$$$)

idiot.

Adjectivesof smallnessmaynotbeassystematicin resistingdegreereadingsasad-
jectivesof bignessarein acceptingthem.Slight, for example,hasa degreereading
asits mostnaturalinterpretation:

(17) Georgeis aslight idiot.

This exampleis in several respectsnot clear-cut, though. For onething, it is not
at all clear that slight is a sizeadjective in the Þrstplace. It predicates,after all,
somethinglikeslenderness,which is certainlyrelatedto size,but, equallycertainly,
not identicalto it. Moreover, itÕs not clearthat even this not-quite-sizereadingis
retainedin contemporaryEnglishasanythingotherthana literaryaffectation.And,
to my knowledge,slight is theonly possibleadjective of smallnessin Englishthat
hasa degreereading,which suggeststhatthis casereally involvesa distinctlexical
meaning.

This contrastssharplywith adjectivesthatpredicatebigness,which have a
compatibilitywith degreereadingsthatis notonly systematicbut actuallyseemsto
beproductive. Sofar asI know, Godzilla-scaleis not anexisting Englishadjective
of bigness,andChihuahua-scaleis not an existing adjective of smallness.With
(18)and(19), I herebyattemptto coin them:

(18) a. Holy crap,thereÕs a Godzilla-scalechunkof rotting meaton your
kitchenßoor!

b. ThebastardhadaGodzilla-scaletrustfundall his life.

(19) a. I canalmostmakeoutsomewherein thedistancethefaintestglimmerof
aChihuahua-scalecomet.

b. Themodelhadthisweirdperky Chihuahua-scalenose.

While this sort of judgmentis for obvious reasonsnot entirely straightforward, it
seemsnatural to assignadegreeinterpretationto (20a),anddistinctly morenatural
thanassigningsucha readingto (20b):

(20) a. HeÕs aGodzilla-scaleidiot.
b. HeÕsaChihuahua-scaleidiot.
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If in fact a degreereadingcomesfor free whenever a novel adjective of bigness
is coined,it suggestsstronglythat theavailability of degreereadingsis not anac-
cidentallexical propertyof theseadjectives,but ratheranessentialpart of the job
descriptionfor adjectivesof bigness.

Like thePositionGeneralization,thispatternis notuniqueto English:

(21) SPANISH

Pedro
Pedro

es
is

un
a

peque÷no
small

idiota.
idiot

ÔPedrois bothsmallandanidiot.Õ

(22) POLISH

ma!y
small

kretyn
cretin

Ôcretinsmall in sizeÕ

So,to statethisgeneralizationmoreofÞcially:

(23) THE BIGNESS GENERALIZATION: Adjectivesthatpredicatebigness
systematicallylicensedegreereadings.Adjectivesthatpredicatesmallness
donÕt generallylicensesuchreadings.

2.3. Not JustVagueness,Not JustMetaphor

A naturalimpulseat Þrstglanceis to regard degreereadingsof sizeadjectivesas
simplyaninstanceof somebroadercognitiveprocess.Perhapsthesereadingsarise
as a kind of metaphor, one might suggest,or perhapsthey are the productof a
peculiarkind of vagueness.But thefactsdonÕt accordwith suchanunderstanding.

The contrastbetweenthe degreeandsizereadingspassestestsfor distin-
guishingambiguityfrom vagueness.If this werevagueness,it shouldbeperfectly
unremarkableto predicatebig in (24) of a singleconjoinedNP with differentread-
ingsfor eachconjunct.Sotoo with enormousin (25). But in fact,doingsohasthe
ßavor of wordplayÑthe telltalesenseof oddnesscharacteristicof zeugma:

(24) a. Theotherdriverwasa reallybig bastardandbasketballplayer.
b. Theotherdriverwasa reallybig basketballplayerandbastard.

(25) a. Larry is anenormousfanof curlingandformermaÞagoon.
b. Larry is anenormousformermaÞagoonandfanof curling.

Theseexamplesareimperfect,however, in thatit is possible in principleto alleviate
thesenseof oddnessby construingthesizeadjectivewith theleft conjunctalone.

Perhapsa clearerresult canbe attainedby explicitly blocking oneof the
readings:

(26) a. GladysisnÕt verybig, but sheis averybig beer-drinker.
b. Harry isnÕt enormous,but heis anenormousidiot.
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(27) a. #This chairisnÕt verybig, but it is averybig chair.
b. #Thatbuilding isnÕt enormous,but it is anenormousbuilding.

Thereis nosenseof contradictionin (26),unlike in (27),becausetwo distinctread-
ingsareinvolved,andonecanbenegatedwithoutnegatingtheother.

Another, perhapsmorepromisingapproachalongsimilar lineswould beto
construedegreereadingsof size adjectives as the outcomeof an extra-linguistic
cognitive processof metaphoricalextension. But this raisesnumerousdifÞcult
questionsthat have muchmorestraightforward answersif this is understoodasa
grammaticalratherthanextra-linguisticphenomenon.First, why shouldtheavail-
ability of suchmetaphoricextensionbe sensitive to syntacticposition? Second,
why shouldthis bepossibleonly for adjectivesof bigness?And third, why should
thesemetaphorsbeapparentlysoconventionalized?Thatis, why shouldthey come
seeminglyfor free, with no consciousawarenessby eitherspeaker or hearerthat
somethingmetaphorichasbeensaid?Thesequestionshave naturalanswersif this
is understoodin grammaticalratherthanextralinguisticterms.

2.4. SomeAdditionalDistinctions

Thereareat leasttwo otherusesof sizeadjectivesthatmustbedistinguishedfrom
truedegreeuses.

ABSTRACT SIZE READINGS Someordinarysizereadingsof sizeadjectiveshave
a roughlydegree-likeßavor becauseof thenatureof themodiÞedNP:

(28) a. anenormous mistake
b. ahugesnowstorm
c. abig catastrophe
d. ahugeproblem

But thesearenot true degreereadings. Rather, they aresize readingsthat make
referenceto sizealonga possiblyabstractdimensionÑonethatmaycorrelatewith
someintuitive senseof extremenessor severity. That is, theseuses,unlike true
degreereadings,do seemto be in someimportantsensegenuinelymetaphorical.
They patternwith ordinarysizereadingsratherthanwith degreereadings in several
respects.

One of these is a systematic failure to accord with the Position
GeneralizationÑthesereadingscanoccurin predicativepositions:

(29) a. Thatwasamistake,andit wasenormous.
b. Thatwasasnowstorm,andit washuge.
c. acatastrophebiggerthanany other
d. aproblemtoohugeto fully comprehend

Anotheris thatthey systematicallyfail to accordwith theBignessGeneralizationÑ
adjectivesthatpredicatesmallnessbehave just likeonesthatpredicatebigness:
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(30) Thatwasa

#
$$$$$$$$%

$$$$$$$$&

big
enormous
huge
colossal
mammoth
gargantuan

'
$$$$$$$$(

$$$$$$$$)

mistake.

(31) Thatwasa

#
$$$$$$$$%

$$$$$$$$&

small
tiny
minuscule
microscopic
diminutive
minute

'
$$$$$$$$(

$$$$$$$$)

mistake.

And Þnally, in theseabstract-sizecases,thereis no ambiguity, no cleardistinction
betweentwo readings,sosentenceslike (32)arecontradictory:

(32) a. #ThatmistakewasnÕt enormous,but it wasaenormousmistake.
b. #ThatsnowstormwasnÕt huge,but it wasahugesnowstorm.
c. #ThatcatastrophewasnÕt big, but it wasabig catastrophe.
d. #ThatproblemwasnÕt huge,but it wasahugeproblem.

SIGNIFICANCE READINGS Thereis another, morepuzzlinguseof sizeadjec-
tives that hasa non-sizeßavor. On this use, theseadjectives seemto predicate
(in)signiÞcance:

(33) a. thebig political Þguresof the20th century
b. ahugecorporatemucky-muck
c. asmall little man
d. somepuny judgesomewhere

I have no theory to offer of thesereadings,or even of what relation they might
bearto abstractsize readings. They are ratherodd beasts. Unlike degreeread-
ings, signiÞcancereadingsdonÕt involve degreeson a scaleprovided by the head
noun (degreesof idiocy, of stamp-collector-hood, etc.). Rather, they always in-
volve degreesof importance,irrespective of thenoun.And unlike degreereadings,
signiÞcancereadingsdonÕt accordwith theBignessGeneralization.Adjectivesof
smallnessgive rise to thesereadingsvery naturally, as(33) reßects.Like degree
readings,though,signiÞcancereadingsaresensitive to syntacticposition. Thena-
tureof this sensitivity is unclear, though.They usuallyresistpredicative uses,but
in somecasesallow them:

(34) a. *?Thesepolitical Þgureswerebig.
b. *?Thiscorporatemucky-muckis huge.
c. ?Thismanis little.

(35) YouÕll behuge in Bolivia! Thebiggest!
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3. The Inter pretation, and Explaining the BignessGeneralization

3.1. An Initial Step:WhatIs NominalGradability?

Tobegindevelopinganinterpretation,it will benecessarytomakesomeinitial basic
assumptionsabouthow degreesandgradabilitywork in thenominaldomain.There
areanumberof possibilities.Onenaturalcoursewouldbeto adoptasupervaluation
understandingof vagueness,in which thereis no needfor degreesassuchin the
Þrst place(Kamp 1975, Fine 1975, others). Another would be to supposethat
nounsÑor at leastcertainnounsÑhave degreeargumentsandareassociatedwith
scales(a backgroundassumptionin e.g. Matushansky 2001). I adoptthe second
view here.Kennedy1997providessomeargumentsin favor of suchdegree-based
explanations.But it is worthnotingthatthesupervaluationapproachmightactually
beparticularlyappropriatefor nominals,becausein thenominaldomainlinguistic
manipulationof vaguenesshasa distinctly ÔderivedÕor ÔsecondaryÕcharacterthat
wouldseemto accordwith this conception.

An importantdrawbackof supposingthatnounsmayhavedegreearguments
is thatit levelsthetype-theoreticdistinctionbetweennounsandadjectives,thereby
risking losingthegeneralizationthatit is adjectives,notnouns,thatarethelocusof
gradability. But thiscouldbeavoidedby simplyassumingthatdegreesarenÕt argu-
mentsof nounsfor compositionalpurposes,but areakind of implicit argumentthat
resultsin a pronoun-like dependenceon a degree(muchlike e.g. the dependance
of local onacontextually suppliedplace):2

(36) ! idiotd " = ! x . x is d-idiotic

Thismaintainsthetype-theoreticdistinctionbetweennounsandadjectives,but still
providesaccessto thedegreevariablefrom higherupvia binding.

3.2. AnAppealingButFlawedApproach: TheModerationRequirement

Having madetheseassumptions,the task at handis to provide a semanticsthat
derivestheBignessGeneralizationÑthatis, a semanticsfor big idiot thatexplains
whatgoeswrongin small idiot. IÕll considertwo options.TheÞrstof theseseems
to befatallyßawed,but I will sketchit hereevensobecauseit strikesmeashaving
anintuitiveappealthatperhapsthemoreempiricallyadequatealternative lacks.

Theintuition behindthis approachis thatadjectivesof smallnessrun afoul
of a restrictionon how contextually-suppliedstandardswork in the nominal do-
main:standardsassociatedwith nounscannotvaryasfreelyasstandardsassociated
with adjectives.No matterhow tall abasketballplayeris, if heis theshortestin the
relevantcomparisonclass,hewill not countastall. But it is certainlynot thecase
thatIsaacNewton would,givenanappropriatecomparisonclass,countasanidiot.
Thiscanbeunderstoodasarequirementthatstandardsin thenominaldomainmust
beneithersetveryhighnorvery low:
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(37) THE MODERATION REQUIREMENT

For any nounN, thestandards! N " thecontext Þxeson thescaleassociated
with N canÕt beabig degreeandit canÕt beasmallone:

Âbig(s! N ") ! Âsmall(s! N ")

Of course,what countsas a big degreeand what countsas a small one is itself
context-sensitive. It is animportantpropertyof thisapproachthatit involvespredi-
catingbignessandsmallnessdirectly of degrees.In mostcases,predicatingadjec-
tival denotations of degreeswould bebizarreÑif degreesaresimply intervalson a
scalealongsomedimension,they arenÕt objectsthatcanbesurprising, for example,
or lovely. But intervalsdo have size,sopredicatingbignessandsmallnessof them
seemscoherent.

To seehow (37) helps,letÕs assumethat the denotationof Floyd is a big
idiot is asin (38),wheresidiot is thecontextually-suppliedstandardfor idiocy:

(38) ! Floyd is a big idiot "
= " d : Âbig(sidiot ) ! Âsmall(sidiot ) [Floyd is d-idiotic ! d # sidiot !

big(d)]

This requiresthat for Floyd to bea big idiot, theremustbea degreeof his idiocy
thatbothis big andexceeds(or meets)thestandard.If big idiot leadsto denotations
like (38), it seemsreasonableto supposethatsmall idiot would leadto denotations
like (39):

(39) ! Floyd is a small idiot "
= " d : Âbig(s! idiot ") ! Âsmall(s! idiot ") [Floyd is d-idiotic !

d # sidiot ! small(d)]

This, though,necessarilyresultsin failureof presupposition.Becauseof themono-
tonicity of small, if dÑthe degreeof FloydÕs heightÑis small andyet larger than
thestandardsidiot , thensidiot mustalsobesmall.But this is preciselywhatthemod-
erationrequirementrules out. Of course,no suchdifÞculty resultsfor big idiot
becaused canbe both big andyet larger thanthe standardwithout requiringthat
thestandardthereforealsobebig.

Thereis a signiÞcantproblemwith this approach,though. Becauseit re-
lies on a constrainton standard-setting,it predictsthat the Bigness Generaliza-
tion shouldariseonly wherestandardsplay a role in the semantics.3 Oneplace
wherestandardsstandardlydonÕt comeinto play is in comparativesandsuperla-
tives. At leastin English,though,theeffect doesnot go away in thesecontextsÑ
interestingly, though,thecontrastsdoseemabit lessclear:

(40) a. Floyd is a

!
bigger

%?smaller

"

idiot thanClydeis.

b. Floyd is the

!
biggest

%?smallest

"

idiot I know.
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However intriguingly diminishedthecontrastseemsto be,this is a profoundprob-
lem for this kind of explanation.To besure,onemight imaginewaysto navigate
arounditÑnone at all attractiveÑbut unmistakably, this strikesat thevery coreof
theidea.

3.3. AnotherApproach: RelatingDistinctScalesandDegreePolarity

An alternative approachto explainingtheBignessGeneralizationtakesasits start-
ing point a differentintuition aboutwhatgoeswrongin small idiot: that theprob-
lem is oneof adjectival polarity, in somewayscomparableto whatgoeswrong in
cross-polaranomaly(Kennedy1997,2001):

(41) a. #This bookis longerthanthatoneis short.
b. #Floyd is taller thanClydeis short.

Kennedyadvancesaview of thesefactsin whichadjectivepairsof differentpolarity,
suchasbig andsmall, involve degreesthat areon the samescale(i.e., alongthe
samedimension)but in principleincommensurablebecauseof afundamentalsortal
distinctionbetweenpositiveandnegativedegrees.

Building on Seuren1978,1984andvon Stechow 1984,he representsde-
greesasintervals (ÔextentsÕ),with positive degreesextendingfrom the lowermost
portionof thescaleto a positive point on thescale,andnegative degreesextending
from sucha point upwardto theuppermostportionof thescale.Thusif Floyd is 6
feettall, thepositiveandnegativedegreesof hisheightwill beasin (42):

(42) HEIGHT SCALE

0 6 feet $
positiveextent negativeextent

Antonymousadjectivesinvolve thesamescale,but differentsortsof degreesÑtall
measuresheightin termsof positive degrees,andshort in termsof negative ones.
Giventherightassumptionsabouthow comparativeswork, thisexplainscross-polar
anomaly: For Floyd is taller than Clyde is short to be true, the degreeto which
Floyd is tall mustproperlyincludethedegreeto which Clydeis short.A degreeof
tallnessis apositivedegree;adegreeof shortnessanegativeone.But becausethey
are by deÞnitioncomplementary, a positive degreecanÕt include a negative one.
The sentenceis thereforeanomalous,becausetherecanÕt in principle be a degree
thatsatisÞesit.

This may help with the problemat issuehere. PerhapsidiotÑand nouns
generallyÑalwaysinvolve positive degrees.4 On theassumptionsabove, it would
alreadybe the casethat big involvespositive degreesandsmall involvesnegative
ones. Might the problemthat underliesthe BignessGeneralization,then,be that
thenegative degreesof smallcanÕt becomparedin theright way with thepositive
degreesof idiot?

Expressingthis ideain this Kennedy-styleframework just asit is turnsout
to beawkward(thoughprobablynot impossible)because,fundamentally, theseas-
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sumptionsprovide an accountof incommensurability, but itÕs not at all clear that
degreesof idiocy anddegreesof bignessarein any real sensebeingcompared to
eachother in the senseinvolved in cross-polaranomaly. A morecongenialenvi-
ronmentin which this line of thinking canbeexpressedmaybeavailable,though,
in thegeneralconceptionofferedby a framework thatmakesanevenmorefunda-
mentalsortaldistinctionbetweenpositive andnegative degrees. In VectorSpace
Semantics(Zwarts1997,ZwartsandWinter 2000,Faller 2000,Winter 2001,Win-
ter 2004): degreesareconstruednot as intervals but asvectors. They inherently
encodedirectionon a scale,andarethereforeinherentlypositive or negative (and
notmerelyby virtueof whichportionof ascalethey occupy).

For currentpurposes,it will sufÞceto assumea bastardizedtoy versionof
the highly articulatedconceptionof degreesasvectorsdevelopedby Faller 2000
andWinter 2004. IÕll provide hereonly a thumbnailsketchof a few of thecrucial
featuresof this understandingof theontologyof degrees.First, scalesthemselves
aredeÞnedaspositiveor negative. A scaleis apairof abasicÔunitvectorÕandaset
of realnumbers.Negative scalesarejust thosewith a negative unit vector. Second,
thereis a dimensionfunctionthatmapsanindividual to a correspondingvectoron
somescale:dimS(x) is thevectorcorrespondingto x on thescaleS. Third, there
is ananti-dimensionfunctionthatmapsasetof vectorsontoasetof corresponding
individuals:dimS(v) is thesetof individualssuchthatthedimensionfunctionmaps
themto v onS.5

Veryroughly, thedenotationof asimpleunmodiÞedadjectivesuchastall is
alongthelinesof (43) (wherethepolarityof thescaleis explicitly indicatedwith +
or %):

(43) ! Mary is tall " = dim+ height(Mary) > s+ height

Thatis, Mary is tall assertsthatMaryÕs vectoron thescaleof positive heightÑthat
is, thescaleof tallnessÑexceedsthecontextually-suppliedstandardvectorfor that
scale.

Maybe, then, big idiot can be interpretedas involving a kind of double
mappingÑÞrstan individual is mappedonto a correspondingvectoron the scale
of idiocy, thenthatvectoritself is mappedontoacorrespondingvectoron thescale
of bigness.This is, of course,simply the reßectionin this framework of the idea
thatdegreereadingsof sizeadjectivesinvolvepredicatingsizeadjectivesdirectlyof
degrees.Thusbig idiot will beinterpretedasin (44a),and,analogously, smallidiot
asin (44b):

(44) a. ! big idiot " = ! x . dim+ idiocy(x) > s+ idiocy !
dim+ size(dim+ idiocy(x)) > s+ size

b. ! small idiot " = ! x . dim+ idiocy(x) > s+ idiocy !
dim−size(dim+ idiocy(x)) > s−size

Perhapswhatgoesawry in small idiot, then,is themappingfrom anidiocy degree
to a sizedegree. In (44b), thedimensionfunction is servingasa kind of polarity-
reverser, mappingapositivedegreeontoanegativeone.Thereisprobablynoreason
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why thisshouldbeimpossibleapriori. But likewise,it seemsreasonableto suppose
that the grammarmight rule out this kind of operation,eitherin generalor (more
plausibly)in particularconstructions.

Theidea,then,is thatit maybesimplyafactabouthow degreesononescale
aremappedonto anotherÑor at leastabouthow thesizeof degreesis evaluated,at
leastin this constructionÑthatpolarity is alwayspreserved. Phrasingit metaphor-
ically, thesizeof degreesis alwaysevaluatedby measuringin thedirectionof the
vector, alongthegrain,soto speak.Moreprecisely:

(45) POLARITY PRESERVATION PRINCIPLE

For any scaleS anddegreed of thesamepolarity, dim+ S(%d) and
dim−S(+ d) arebothundeÞned.

It wouldof coursebeamoreinterestingresultto Þndevidenceof thisatwork more
generallyin the grammar. Certainly, framedas it is here,it hasthe characterof
somethingone might expect to be more general. But by the sametoken, if the
ModerationRequirementcould be understoodassimply a presuppositionarising
from how the nominalextendedprojectionis organized,it seemsreasonablethat
this might beunderstoodin thesetermsaswell.

4. Assemblingthe Inter pretation Syntactically

4.1. DegreeHeadIn NP?

To assemblethe denotationsabove, somethingmust introducethe semanticglue
that relatesthe adjective and the noun in the appropriateway. There is reason
to think that the syntaxprovidesjust sucha thingÑnamely, a degreeheadin the
nominalextendedprojection:

(46) DP

! ! ! ! !

"""""

...

DegNOMP

! ! ! !!

"""""

#
$$$$$$$%

$$$$$$$&

big
huge
enormous
mammoth

...

'
$$$$$$$(

$$$$$$$)

DegNOM
′

! ! ""

DegNOM
...

NP

As (46) reßects,a particular DegNOM headmayintroducesizeadjectiveswith de-
greereadingsin its speciÞer.
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4.2. RelievingFunctionalHeadNausea

If degreereadingsof sizeadjectivesweretheonly motivationfor a nominaldegree
head,this might be unappealing. But in fact, there is a batteryof independent
argumentsfor sucha thing:

ARGUMENT 1: Oneis apurelytheoreticalargument:thereis somethingvirtually
inevitableabouta nominaldegreeargumentif we adopttheAbney 1987proposal
thatAs canbeheadsin thenominalprojectionalongwith thecommonview thatthe
extendedAP is headedby aDeg projection(Corver1990,Kennedy1997,others).

ARGUMENT 2: A relatedargument:thesemanticsKennedyassignsto adjectives
essentiallyrequiresaDeg headto occurimmediatelyaboveeveryAP. For Kennedy,
anAP denotesa measurefunctionthatyieldsdegrees.A DegP, on theotherhand,
is a predicateof individuals.Kennedyproposesthattheroleof Deg is to mapfrom
theformertypeto thelatter. So,if As canoccurin theextendednominalprojection
asAbney suggests,Degsmuston this view occurabove themin orderto provide a
predicateof individualsfor aD to ultimatelycombinewith.

ARGUMENT 3: Therearemany expressionsthatplausiblyspellout sucha Deg
head.Mostof theseappearsuperÞciallyto beadjectives:

(47) a

#
$$$%

$$$&

real
true
total
complete

'
$$$(

$$$)

idiot

But thesearenot adjectival usesof theseexpressions.Theadjectival homophones
of all theseexpressionscanoccurpredicatively, but thesenominaldegreewordscan
only occurattributively:

(48) *Thatidiot is

#
$$$%

$$$&

real
true
total
complete

'
$$$(

$$$)

.

On thedegreereading,theseareall impossibleÑthey have only theordinarynon-
degreereadingin thisposition.

ARGUMENT 4: Treatingsuchusesof real and othersas nominal Deg heads
accountsfor their inability to occurwith theirown degreewords,astheiradjectival
counterpartscan:

(49) a. *avery real

!
problem
idiot

"

b. *severalquitetrue

!
observations
idiots

"
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c. *a fairly complete

!
description
idiot

"

Again, in all thesecases,only the normaladjectival non-degreereadingis possi-
ble. (Similar superÞciallyadjective-like adnominaldegreewordscanbe detected
in otherlanguagesaswell.)

ARGUMENT 5: Theexpressionsthatareplausiblenominaldegreewordsareof
exactly thesortthathistoricallydevelopinto Deg headsin theadjectival domainÑ
thatis, they arecognatewith thesamekind of adjective. Adjectival Deg headsarise
from expressionsmeaningroughly ÔrealÕor ÔtrueÕasin (50), andthe examplesin
(51)areevenmoretransparent:6:

(50) a. verily & very
b. real & real (in e.g.real tall)

(51) a. complete& completely
b. total & totally

ARGUMENT 6: Placingsizeadjectivesin the speciÞerof a nominalfunctional
projectionaccordswith awell-establishedline of researchthatassociatesadjectives
with speciÞerpositionsof nominal functional heads(Cinque1994, Laenzlinger
2000andmany others).

ARGUMENT 7: This sort of structureprovides a naturalparsefor more of a
structureslike (52):

(52) Hemet[DP [DegP more[PP of anidiot]]] thedayafter.

ARGUMENT 8: Measurephrasesinside DP suchas thosein (53) might also
beneÞtfrom thissortof analysis:

(53) a. aÞve-milehike
b. a two-poundbag

If thesemeasurephraseswereplacedin thespeciÞerpositionof nominalDegP, this
would parallelthestructureof measurephrasesin AP (Abney 1987,Corver 1990,
Kennedy1997,Grimshaw 1991),andperhapsin PPandVP (Morzycki 2004)as
well.

ARGUMENT 9: A not quite independentargument:I have not reliedon restric-
tionson whatadjectivescanco-occurwith sizeadjectivesthatreceive degreeread-
ings,but they seemto supporta similar conclusion.It is not in generalpossiblefor
otheradjectivesto occurabove thesesizeadjectives:

(54) a. *?adangerousbig idiot
b. *?somehappy enormousfansof curling
c. *?thepopulargargantuanstarsof theÕ40s
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If nominalDegPoccupiesaÞxedpositionhigh in DP, abovewheremostadjectives
adjoin,this alonewould ruleout suchsentences.

THE POSITION GENERALIZATION: Perhapsthe most important argument,
though,is the PositionGeneralizationitself. If sizeadjectivesreceive degreeread-
ingsonly in thespeciÞerof anominaldegreeprojectionasproposedhere,it follows
thatthey canonly beusedattributively.

4.3. HowThingsFit Together

This kind of structureprovidesa naturalway to build up thedenotationsproposed
earlier, on either of the approachesto the semanticsconsideredabove. Sinceit
betteraccordswith the data,I will adoptthe vector-space(-ßavored)approachto
illustratethis here.

For thesizeadjective itselfÑor ratherits extendedprojectionÑit sufÞcesto
assumethatit denotesasimplepropertyof individuals(wheres+ size is thestandard
for positivesize,thatis, for bigness):7

(55) ! bigs+size " = ! x . dim+ size(x) > s+ size

With appropriatemodiÞcations,thepreviouslysuggesteddenotationfor idiot could
remainessentiallyintact:

(56)
#

idiotd,s+idiocy

$
= ! x . dim+ idiocy(x) = d ! d > s+ idiocy

In thespirit of Kennedy1997,I assumeherethatthenominaldegreeheaddoesthe
compositionalheavy-lifting of relatingthesizeadjective andthenounby ÔÞndingÕ
thedegreevariable(by bindingit) andoffering it up for modiÞcation:8

(57) ! DEG-SIZE " = ! N〈d, 〈e, t〉〉! A〈e, t〉! x . A("d[N(d)(x)])

If it turnsout to benecessary, asseemslikely thoughlessinteresting,to associate
the Polarity Preservation Principleof section3 with this constructionspeciÞcally,
the denotationof DEG-SIZE would of coursebe the naturalplace to locate this
restriction.

The denotationin (57) appliesto functionsfrom degreesto noundenota-
tions. If a nounhasan implicit degreevariableasin (56), DEG-SIZE canbind this
degreevariable.Theoutcome:

(58) a.
#

DEG-SIZEd idiotd,s+idiocy

$

= ! DEG-SIZE " (
#

d idiotd,s+idiocy

$
)

= ! A〈e, t〉! x . A("d[dim+ idiocy(x) = d ! d > s+ idiocy])
b.

#
big DEG-SIZEd idiotd,s+idiocy

$

=
#

DEG-SIZEd idiotd,s+idiocy

$
(! big ")

= dim+ size("d[dim+ idiocy(x) = d ! d > s+ idiocy]) > s+ size

This seemsto yield theright truthconditions.
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5. A Final Word

To summarize,a core empirical argumentherehasbeenthat degreereadingsof
sizeadjectivesarea distinctlinguistic phenomenon,andnot merelya consequence
of vaguenessor metaphor. Further, thesereadingsaresystematicallypossibleonly
with adjectivesof bigness,afactultimatelyexplainedhereby supposingthatthepo-
larity of anounandasizeadjectiveservingasits degreemodiÞermustmatch.The
alternative possibility wasalsoconsideredthat this might beexplainedinsteadby
supposingthatnominalvaguenesstoleratesonly moderatevaluesfor contextually-
suppliedstandards.Theproposedinterpretationrelieson a nominalDegreehead,
and a rangeof independentevidencefor the existenceof sucha projectionwas
provided.

Thereare,of course,many unansweredquestionsin thisgeneraldomain,but
therearea few of particularlydirect relevancethat have not beenaddressedhere.
Among themis thequestionof what thesemanticsis of theothernominaldegree
headsproposedhere,andof whatmight berevealedaboutthecross-categorial na-
tureof degreemodiÞcationby acomparativeexaminationof thesedegreeheadsand
thefamiliar onesin theextendedAP. Also unaddressedhereis thequestionof how
nominalscalestructurecanvary. For example,doesthecontrastbetweencomplete
idiot and*completesmoker indicatethat idiocy hasan upperboundandsmoker-
hooddoesnot?And thisareatooprovidesaplacewherethenominalandadjectival
degreesystemsmight fruitfully becompared,perhapssheddingsomelight ongrad-
ability more generally. Thereis also a much more local but nonethelessvexing
questionon which I cancurrentlysaynothing:Why doeslarge idiot seemsoodd?
A degreereadingis not very naturalhere,but, given what hasbeensaidhere,it
is not altogetherobviouspreciselywhat it is aboutlarge that rendersit something
otherthana sizeadjective in theappropriatesense.This would bemorealarming
if it werenÕt the casethat large andbig do seemto contrastin somevery distinct
thoughhighly elusiveway. But evenso,someadditionalclarity onthispointwould
bewelcome.Finally, therearecross-linguisticquestionsto beasked.Theconstruc-
tion examinedhererecursin many languages,and indeedis not limited even to
Indo-European(Hebrew hasananalogue,for example).This in itself mayrequire
someexplanation. In examining thesecross-linguisticfacts, though, interesting
pointsof variationemergethatwarrantfurtherscrutiny andmaysigniÞcantlyalter
thebroaderpicture.

Endnotes

*Thanks to Alan Bale, Ana Arregui, Angelika Kratzer, Anna Maria di Sciullo,
Anne-MichelleTessier, ArtemisAlexiadou,BernhardSchwarz,Britta Sauereisen,
Calixto Aguero-Bautista,Chris Barker, Chris Kennedy, Iannis Thomadakis,Jan
Anderssen,Jonny Butler, RajeshBhatt,andaudiencesat SALT andtheUniversity
of Stuttgart. This work wassupportedby theSocialSciencesandHumanitiesRe-
searchCouncilof Canada(grantnumber412Ð2003Ð1003to AnnaMariadi Sciullo
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andtheInterfaceAsymmetriesProjectat theUniversit«eduQu«ebecàMontr«eal).
1I will useastarto indicateungrammaticalityon thedegreereading.
2Strictly speaking,thiswonÕt yetdoÑit doesnÕt seemto have theconsequencethat
only idiotsbein theextensionof idiotÑso it actuallyhasto involvetwo implicit de-
greearguments,oneof themthecontextually-suppliedstandardnormallyassumed
for adjectivesaswell.
3Thanks to BernhardSchwarz and RajeshBhatt to bringing this problem into
sharperfocusfor me.
4This is not anobvious or trivial assumptionÑif dumbinvolvesnegative degrees,
asit probablydoes,idiot might seemto aswell. On the otherhand,negative de-
greesarereally just waysof talking aboutthe marked membersof pairs that ex-
pressoppositepolarities; it makes senseto think of short as involving negative
degreesbecauseit is the marked memberof the pair ' short, tall (. Nouns,on the
otherhand,donÕt normallycomein pairsof oppositepolarity (modulocasessuch
as

*
??shortness, height

+
)Ñthere is no unmarkednounthatexpressestheopposite

of idiot.
5Oneimportantrespectin which IÕmsimplifying dramaticallyhereis that all the
vectorsmentionedso far areÔlocatedvectorsÕ,which areunderstoodasa pair of
vectors. The Þrstmember of this pair is, in the casesrelevant here,a trivial zero
vector.
6Thearrows hereinformally representhistoricaldevelopment.
7Importantly, sincebothdegreesandordinaryindividualscanhave bignesspredi-
catedof them,x herehasto beconstruedto rangeover both; that is, I assumethat
thedomainof degreesDd is a propersubsetof De. (It would probablyconvenient,
then,to distinguisha type for ordinary individuals,but for the sake of notational
familiarity I wonÕt do thathere.
8We might alsoassume,to betterparallelthesemanticsof degreewordsin thead-
jectival systemandin particularthesemanticsKennedyproposesfor theadjectival
degreeheadcounterpartof DEG-SIZE, that it introducesthe standardand relates
it to the nominaldenotations.But placing referenceto the standardhere,rather
than inside the denotationof the noun, would risk losing the generalizationthat
gradablenominalsalwaysinvolve exceedingtheir standard,even in comparative
contexts (Floyd is a bigger idiot thanClyde). Of course,noharmwouldbedoneby
supposingthatDEG-SIZE introducesthis informationredundantly.
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