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Abstract

There are broad disagreements between existing models regarding the mental rep-

resentations and processes involved in the “DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME”

construction, including divergences regarding the semantics of the degree device, the

category status of the proper name, the construction’s expressed meaning, its compo-

sitionality, and, crucially, the operation holding between the degree device and the

proper name. Our corpus-based investigation of two competing models from Con-

struction Grammar and Formal Semantics shows that while both make useful con-

tributions to the scientific understanding of the construction, neither is empirically

adequate. Most importantly, we find that the construction participates in several non-

predicted expressed meanings; multivariate analyses show that the three meanings

amenable to statistical analysis cluster with different semantic usage-features. We

argue that the best way to account for the construction’s semantics/pragmatics is via a

previously-dismissed cognitivemechanism: an enrichment/strengthening-type opera-

tion whereby a pragmatically-supplied scale is added to the message.
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1 Introduction

Various types of nominals—most commonly individual-denoting proper

names (Frazer-McKee, 2020; Stange, 2020)—co-occur with degree adverbs

in English, as in “so 1990s”, “quite New York City in the 1970s” and “very Kurt

Cobain”. What is especially interesting about this configuration—here-called

the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction (or DANC)—is that

there are no restrictions regarding the type of degree adverb (e.g. so, quite, very)

or the type of proper name that can participate in it (Gonzálvez-García, 2014:

273). From a theoretical perspective, these objects are particularly intriguing

because their constitutive elements would not be expected a priori to be freely

combined, based on their grammatical characteristics.

Syntactically, the units involved are not classically considered to be compat-

ible. Traditionally, theories of language have widely accepted what Payne et

al. (2010) call the COMPLEMENTARITY CLAIM, the assumption that “adjec-

tives modify nouns, and adverbs modify everything else” (Nobel, 1982: 171;

Matthews, 1997: 10; Hengeveld, 1992: 41; Bhat, 2000: 48; Huddleston & Pullum,

2002: 563; Traugott, 2005: 1710; Arnaud, 2010: 306; Taylor, 2014: 168; Sassoon,

2018: 292). Constructions such as “very John Lennon” seemingly violate the com-

plementarity claim, as proper names such as John Lennon are usually classified

as a subtype of noun, and degree adverbs such as very are traditionally con-

sidered to be a type of adverb. Semantically, the two types of units involved in

the construction—degree adverbs and proper names—are also not obviously

compatible either.

For the purposes of this study,1 degree adverbs—also known as adverbs of

degree (Bäcklund, 1973) and intensive adverbs (Stoffel, 1901)—are considered

to be constituted of up to two meaningful notions (Paradis, 2008): (1) a lex-

ical content, and (2) a degree scale. With regards to lexical content, there is

broad consensus in the literature that core degree adverbs—such as very—

are semantically bleached (Stoffel, 1901: 33; Bolinger, 1972: 28; Israel, 2002: 424;

Lorenz, 2002: 146; Breban & Davidse, 2016: 239; for a rare dissenting view, see

1 This paper is based on work first presented at the 2021 edition of the American Name Soci-

ety Annual Meeting (see Frazer-McKee & Duffley, 2021), which was then expanded upon in a

preprint (see Frazer-McKee & Duffley, 2022).
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Bordet, 2017). As functional units, degree adverbs must be combined with a

SCALE and can be classified into taxonomies according to their relationship

with the targeted scale (Bolinger, 1972; Quirk et al., 1985; Biber et al., 1999). Par-

adis (2001), for instance, groups degree devices according to two parameters:

(1) whether the device entails the maximum of the scale (totally clean) or only

part of it (very clean), and (2) whether the device situates the property lower

(e.g. almost clean) or higher (e.g. so clean) than an assumed standard. A degree

devices’ scalar strength is vague but can be identified relative to that of other

degree devices by using a coordinating frame (King, 2016: 3–4):

(1) This is quite Kurt Cobain, but not very Kurt Cobain.

(2) ##This is completely Kurt Cobain, but not very Kurt Cobain.

Together, (1) and (2) show that the degree device very expresses greater inten-

sity than quite but lower intensity than a maximiser such as completely.

Turning to the meaning of proper names, the “orthodox view” (Bach, 2015:

772) is the direct reference theory, according to which proper names have

no meaning but simply refer to a unique entity. Many other positions exist,

however (see Van Langendonck, 2007). In Cognitive Linguistics, the view that

will be broadly adopted here, theorists have posited that proper names pro-

vide access to a rich array of encyclopaedic knowledge structures, referred

to as “frames” in Fillmore’s (1982) seminal study. Discussing the meaning of

George Washington, for instance, Langacker (2008: 316) remarks that it “does

not just refer to a person, but tends to activate a conventional array of ency-

clopaedic knowledge (army general, first American president, wife named

Martha, thought to be honest, and so on)”. Arnaud (2022: 18) argues that their

encyclopaedic nature accounts for the fact that proper names lend themselves

equally as well as common nouns to tropes such as metaphor and metonymy.

Regardless whether one assumes that proper names have meaning or not, no

theory posits that these units encode a scale with which a degree adverb can

interact. For example, even though a name such as San Francisco might fea-

sibly provide access to the notion of population size (a quantitative scale),

this notion cannot be targeted by the degree device (Beltrama, 2016: 229–232).

“Population-wise, this city is very San Francisco” expresses the idea that the two

cities are comparable in terms of population size; it does not convey the idea

that the subject “has the population of San Francisco to degree very”.

In short, the construction under investigation here seemingly involves an

element that expresses degree and an element that does not obviously supply

a gradable scale with which the degree device can interact (a proper name).
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figure 1 The main representations and operations

involved in the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER

NAME construction

The DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction has previously

attracted attention in the literature both in the form of isolated remarks (Bauer

& Huddleston, 2002:1657; Zwicky, 2006; Paradis, 2008: 318; Audring & Booij,

2016:632; Beltrama, 2016:229–232; Breban, 2018; Stratton, 2018; Aarts, 2018:283;

Trousdale, 2018; Duffley, 2020:177–178) and small-scale studies of authentic

usage (Wee & Tan, 2008; Bylinina, 2011; Gonzálvez-García, 2014; Sant, 2018;

Stange, 2020; Frazer-McKee & Courbon, 2022). To our knowledge, only three

studies in the English language literature (Bylinina, 2011; Gonzálvez-García,

2014; Sant, 2018) have attempted tomodel the apparentmismatch between the

construction’s constitutive elements by explicitly identifying the primary cog-

nitive processes and representations involved. By “processes” and “representa-

tions”, we are referring towhat are sometimes known as “the basic components

of cognition” (e.g. Monsell, 1981; see also Marr, 1982). Simply put, processes are

cognitive operations (e.g. comparison) that are carried over representations—

information-bearing structures (e.g. nouns, adjectives). In the case of the pres-

ent construction, there are three representations of primary interest, namely:

(1) a degreedevice; (2) anominal form, and (3) an expressedmeaning.Theoper-

ation that is of greatest interest to us here is the operation that holds between

the degree device and the nominal form—the mechanism most directly in-

volved in generating the construction’s expressed meaning.

Far fromachieving anykindof consensus, existingmodels proposemarkedly

different representations and processes for the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER

NAME construction, disagreeing on (1) the semantics of the degree device; (2)

the category status and semantics of the nominal form; (3) the type of oper-

ation that holds between the degree device and the nominal form; (4) the

type of meaning expressed by the construction; and (5) the compositionality

of this expressed meaning. While some disagreements—notably surrounding
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the perpetual flashpoint that is compositionality—would be expected to sur-

face between languagemodels articulated in vastly different theoretical frame-

works such as Construction Grammar and Formal Semantics, disagreement

on a largely “theory-free” issue such as the construction’s expressed meaning

suggests that these hypotheses are either highly theory-laden or are modelling

different phenomena. The latter possibility seems more likely than the former,

if only because themodels are—as is the casewithmany exploratorymodels—

based on small, entirely different datasets. Whatever the case may be, these

models’ claims are so different that they cannot simultaneously hold of the

same phenomenon. Consequently, it cannot be said that language science has

a clear understanding of the representations and operations involved in the

DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction. While the construction

is statistically marginal (Gonzálvez-García, 2014; Frazer-McKee, 2020: 121–122),

this state of broad disagreement is nevertheless to Linguistics’ epistemologi-

cal detriment: pace Chomsky’s (1981) claim that language science must restrict

itself to the study of the most predictable structures of language, a complete

theory of language—surely the ultimate goal of cognitively-oriented language

science—involves the description of not only a language’smost frequent, most

predictable constructions but also of rarer, less predictable ones (Goldberg,

1995, 2006; Culicover & Jackendoff, 1999, 2005).

The objective of this paperwill thus be to independently assess the claims of

the two most strongly contrasting of these competing hypotheses (i.e. Gonzá-

lvez García, 2014; Sant, 2018) regarding the five points of disagreement identi-

fied above. Using amultivariate investigation of several hundredweb instances

of the construction as a touchstone, we will show that—taken together—the

models correctly identify many of the key representations involved in this con-

struction, but that both models also have serious individual limitations, par-

ticularly with regards to the operations they posit to hold between the con-

struction’s degree device and nominal element. Beyond the somewhat ten-

tative empirical and theoretical contributions this paper makes to language

science’s understanding of a little-studied construction, it illustrates not only

the importance of hypothesis-testing to theorization (Dabrowska, 2016) but

also, and more importantly, how epistemic enrichment can result from con-

fronting models articulated in isolated frameworks both with each other and

with a common dataset.

This paper is further divided as follows. In the next section, we overview

the two most strongly contrasting models proposed in the English-language

literature. After that, in the Methods section, we explain how we selected our

data sources and settled upon our case study (very Kurt Cobain) and describe

the corpus method used to analyze the collected data. Key findings (section 4)
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include the fact that (1) the construction yields expressed meanings not pre-

dicted by either model and (2) the construction’s expressed meanings cluster

with different linguistic features that explain a substantial percentage of data

variance, per a multivariate analysis. In our Discussion, we leverage the corpus

data against the five issues of contention. Most importantly, we argue in favour

of a prematurely-dismissed cognitive operation (enrichment/strengthening)

that is capable of accounting for the complete range of expressed meanings

in our corpus.

2 Previous literature

In this first section, we introduce the two most developed, and most strongly

contrasting of the available models: Gonzálvez García’s (2014) OVERRIDE +

METONYMY HYPOTHESIS and Sant’s (2018) QUANTIFICATIONAL HY-

POTHESIS. Readers interested in intermediary positions articulated in formal

theoretic semantics are referred to Bylinina (2011) and Beltrama (2016: 229–

232).

2.1 The Override + Metonymy Hypothesis

Gonzálvez García proposes that DEGREE ADVERB + PROPERNAME/COM-

MONNOUNis a construction in the sense intendedby theConstructionGram-

mar theorist Adele Goldberg (1995, 2006)—that is to say, a form-meaning pair-

ing (here, a syntactic combination on the form side) stored in long-termmem-

ory in the brain. In Construction Grammar (CxG), constructions can be iden-

tified via, amongst other means, idiosyncratic linguistic behaviour (Hilpert,

2014). According to Gonzálvez-García (2014: 271), DEGREE ADVERB +

PROPER NAME/COMMON NOUN counts as a construction in Goldberg’s

sense of the term, given that a degree adverb (e.g. so) is combined with an

“inherently non-gradable” unit (a noun). Two things should be noted. Firstly,

Gonzálvez-García is implicitly assuming that the degree adverbs in “so Harry

Potter” and “very New York” are the same mental representations as the ones in

“so red” and “very nice”. Secondly, claims regarding the non-gradability of nouns

are not unobjectionable, as there is a tradition going back to Sapir (1944) that

considers nouns to be gradable (Bolinger, 1972; Gnutzmann, 1975; Kennedy &

McNally, 2005; Paradis, 2008;Morzycki, 2016). It is nevertheless true that nouns

do not generally combine with the same degree devices as do gradable adjec-

tives (Constantinescu, 2011): for instance, the adjective big can shift the degree

of idiocy found in idiotupwards (i.e.big idiot), but doesnot combinewith adjec-

tives in this way (e.g. *big red).
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The picture that Gonzálvez-García paints of the construction is a fairly intu-

itive one: there is amismatch between its gradable and non-gradable elements

that requires resolving. In CxG, such mismatches are handled by a mechanism

known as the Override Principle:

If lexical and structural meanings conflict, the semantic specifications of

the lexical element conform to those of the grammatical structure with

which that lexical item is combined.

michaelis, 2003: 9

Most linguists implicitly accept what Beltrama (2016) calls “The Scalarity Re-

quirement”, according to which what follows a degree adverb must be or

become gradable. For instance, Paradis (2008: 329), referring to the case of

very male notes that “it is not the case that male” (which she assumes to be a

non-gradable adjective) “will enforce a non-gradable reading onto very”; rather,

male receives a gradable interpretation. Gonzálvez-García (2014) proposes that

the Override Principle applies to the construction such that the degree adverb

coerces the noun into denoting a gradable property associated with the nom-

inal referent (see also Gonzálvez-García, 2020). Thus, for instance, if “Timmy

is known to have problems by falling over all the time, it is then perfectly

acceptable to sayThat’s soTim as an alternative toThat’s so clumsy” (Gonzálvez-

García, 2014: 283). Gonzálvez-García argues that one arrives at the particular

gradable property in play via metonymic inferencing from the whole entity

TIM (“generic”) to the contextually-relevant property associatedwith that indi-

vidual (“specific”), and thus the notion of clumsiness is targeted for intensi-

fication by the degree adverb. Similarly, so 1990s expresses that something is

out-of-date or passé, because past time expressions are associated with the

notion of outdatedness inWestern culture (Wee &Tan, 2008; Audring & Booij,

2016: 632). Gonzálvez-García’s model is similar in spirit to that proposed by

Dancygier (2011: 212), who accounts for the capacity of proper names to be

modified by determiners and adjectives just like common nouns (e.g. Is Evan

Mack the new Mozart?) by invoking “frame metonymy”, whereby “an expres-

sion targeting one aspect of a frame is used in a way which relies on the

evocation of the entire frame.” Both accounts involve an ‘entity-for-property’

metonymy.

The Override +Metonymy Hypothesis pre-empts Ziegeler’s (2007: 992) gen-

eral objection to coercion’s cognitive plausibility: why should units occur in

“inappropriate syntactic configurations, when they are incompatible with the

syntactic environment in the first place?” In DANCs nominals are drawn to

a slot in which they would not be expected to naturally occur (i.e. following
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figure 2 The Override + Metonymy Hypothesis

a degree adverb) because they are “somehow prepared” (Lauwers & Willems,

2011: 1227) to be coerced by being associated with a gradable property. For

Gonzálvez-García (2014: 290), the fact that “the noun in the A slot necessarily

involvesmetonymic inferencing” to access this gradable property is prima facie

evidence that the construction’s expressed meaning is non-compositional.

Gonzálvez-García further posits that the nominals that participate in this

construction are not only associated with a gradable property but are under-

going “stepwise adjectivization.” In stepwise adjectivization, a noun gradu-

ally develops a property meaning and ultimately comes to accept adverbial

modification once the meaning is well-established (Denison, 2010), as in the

case of rubbish (That’s such rubbish!—That’s rubbish!—That’s completely rub-

bish!). That the construction instantiates stepwise adjectivization is, however,

not immediately obvious: in adjectivization, the form first develops a clear

property-like reading and only later comes to accept adverbial degree mod-

ification, as in the case of the nouns fun (Algeo, 1962; Bolinger, 1963) or key

(De Smet, 2012; Denison, 2001). One immediate problem with the adjectiviza-

tion account is that it leads to an improbable claim: since any proper name

can be slotted into this construction (Bylinina, 2011; Gonzálvez-García, 2014),

every single proper name in English would have to be adjectivizing. It should

be noted, however, that the Override + Metonymy Hypothesis and the claim

that DANCs instantiate stepwise adjectivization are not strictly co-dependent:
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the hypothesis that the nominal forms in DANCs are adjectivizing is, funda-

mentally, a claim regarding the nature of one of the mental representations

that participates in DANCs, whereas the Override +MetonymyHypothesis is a

claim regarding language processing (i.e. how linguistic signs of a certain class

are handled in the environment of interest).

2.2 The Quantificational Hypothesis

Sant’s Quantificational Hypothesis is built on two foundational empirical ob-

servations. Firstly, she notes that degree adverbs can combine with adjective-

fronted NPs without intensifying the otherwise gradable property denoted by

the adjective. Consider, by way of illustration, the following examples:

(3) τ Very white pillow. Very red wine.2

(4) γ Tastes very red wine (for a rosé)2.

The redness of redwine can vary, such that verynormally intensifies “the colour

of the liquid itself” (Butler, 2003: 297), as in (3) above. The redness of the wine

is not in question in (4), however. Rather, a comparison is drawn between the

taste of the rosé and the (stereotypical) taste of red wine. The degree device in

(4) thus combines neither with wine nor even with red but the whole NP red

wine. Since red is incontestably adjectival here and adjectives modify nouns

and not other adjectives, it follows that wine in very red wine is also a noun, and

thus that the construction red wine is a true NP.

Secondly, Sant notes that the construction’s degree device does not grade

the nominal element’s degree of membership—the degree to which the subject

is an instance of N. Considering the case of Tom is very student, Sant notes that

Tomneed not be a student for the utterance to be felicitous.What is expressed,

rather, is the fact that Tom possesses one or more (stereotypical) student char-

acteristics, such as “READS A LOT” or “STUDIES A LOT”.While Sant does not

remark as much, this also holds of proper names: the construction “X is very

PROPER NAME” does not assert the subject’s identity. It should also be noted

that the predicated dimension cannot be graded directly (*very studies a lot)

and that more than one of these (non-gradable) dimensions can be simultane-

ously predicated of Tom (i.e. hemight both read a lot of books and study a lot).

2 Following Horn (e.g. 2013), the “Google gamma” (γ) is used to mark attested examples found

via the Google search engine. Inspired by Horn, we introduce here the “Twitter tau” (τ) to

indicate that a usage event was found on the social networking website X (formerly known

as Twitter).
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This distinguishes her account fromGonzálvez-García’s, which, by postulating

adjectivization of the noun following the degree word, implies the reduction

of the noun’s meaning to a single property which is intensified by the degree

adverb.3

On the strength of these observations, Sant develops a compositional ac-

count of the construction’s expressed meaning that makes three key assump-

tions: 1) the nominal element in the construction is a multidimensional predi-

cate; 2) the degree device is in fact a quantifier (rather than the same element

that combines with gradable adjectives); 3) the degree device quantifies over

the multidimensional predicate’s dimensions, thereby yielding the expressed

meaning of “X has many properties of N”. We detail each of these assumptions

below.

On Sant’s account (see also Bylinina, 2011), the nominal elements in this con-

struction are multidimensional predicates—that is to say, predicates whose

meaning is made up of not just one dimension (e.g. red → colour; old → age)

but clusters of dimensions (e.g. Einstein → intelligence, profession, nationality,

physical characteristics, accomplishments, etc.). Multidimensionality can be

tested using the “in every respect” and “except for” diagnostics:

(5) These shoes are 1994 in every respect. (cf. Those shoes are so 1994)

(6) This is so LA … except for all the bicycles! [said of a photograph] (Bylin-

ina, 2011: 11)

To qualify as shoes that are like those from 1994, the subject must possess mul-

tiple properties (colour, style, material, etc.) that characterize shoes made in

1994. The shoes in (5) are said to possess all these relevant properties to a suf-

3 As one of the reviewers remarks, Gonzálvez-García’s 2020model based on Spanish-language

data does have the potential for accommodating multiple gradable properties being attri-

buted to the subject, as the metonymy could target more than one property of the entity

denoted by the noun. Two things should be noted, however. Firstly, Gonzálvez-García him-

self is not consistent regarding the number of properties attributed to the subject (i.e. one or

many). Inhis 2020 article, the abstract states that “the intensifier coerces thenoun into encod-

ing a positive or negative property” (in the singular). On page 159, commenting on example

(1) withmuy Madonna, he says that the metonymy is ‘entity for one of its properties’. And in

Table 2 on pages 165–166, the word property is only used in the singular in the description

of the various metonymies. Secondly, positing that the noun can provide access to multiple

gradable properties undermines the coherence of his model, as it is unclear how the pres-

ence of multiple gradable properties in the message conveyed can be reconciled with the

claim that the construction instantiates a stepwise transition from noun to adjective, since

adjectives denote single properties.
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ficiently high degree, being like shoes from 1994 “in every respect”. In (6), on

the other hand, the dimensions found in the photograph are deemed to be

strongly linked to Los Angeles, except for the “bicycles” dimension (a dimen-

sion in which Los Angeles presumably has a null rating). The fact that one

dimension can be isolated as being a mismatch implies that there are at least

two separate dimensions alongwhich the grammatical subject (the target) and

LA (the source) can be compared.

Whereas the Override + Metonymy Hypothesis implicitly assumes that the

degree device in very New York and the one in very red are the same mental

representations, the Quantificational Hypothesis posits that the degree device

involved with proper names is not the same one that modifies unidimen-

sional predicates such as red. Rather, the adverb in very New York is a quan-

tifier that operates over the set of the multidimensional predicate’s properties.

This quantificational process specifically targets the predicate’s intrinsic prop-

erties, intrinsic properties being those whose “instantiation by an individual

x is independent of the features of the environment of x” (Castella, 2014: 86).

That is to say, intrinsic properties are—somewhat counterintuitively4—those

whose possession is “independent of setmembership” (Sant, 2018: 10), whereas

extrinsic properties are definitional. Nationality adjectives that receive adver-

bial intensification illustratewell the difference between extrinsic and intrinsic

properties:

(7) Andrea is Italian. [extrinsic property → nationality]

(8) Andrea is very Italian. [intrinsic property → stereotypical characteristics]

Whereas class membership is asserted of Andrea in (7), membership is not

strictly a requirement in (8). Exactlywhichproperties are ultimately predicated

of the subject is presumably amatter of context; the property selection process

is not detailed in the current version of the Quantificational Hypothesis.

4 Intuitively, one would expect class-specific properties to be “intrinsic” (being definitional),

and connotative features to be “extrinsic” (being non-essential). However, Castella uses the

term “intrinsic” to denote properties that donot dependon external forces.Thus, the property

of being president-like is intrinsic on her account, as it is a property of the person’s charac-

ter. Being president, on the other hand, depends on winning an election, and is likely not a

permanent situation to begin with, and is thus extrinsic.
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figure 3 The Quantificational Hypothesis

3 Method

In the previous section, we presented two competing models that make sub-

stantially diverging claims regarding theDEGREEADVERB+PROPERNAME

construction. The fundamental test of any model is its empirical adequacy—

whether it accounts for the data. To test these hypotheses’ respective claims,

a thorough, independently-conducted investigation of the construction’s se-

mantico-pragmatic behaviours was required; existing models have not been

built from systematic, quantitative descriptions of the data but have, rather,

used very small, fortuitous datasets. For our study’s purposes we required a rig-

orous method that allowed us (1) to identify the types of expressed meanings

associatedwith the construction and (2) to determinewhether these expressed

meanings were strongly associated with one or more linguistic features; truly

distinct expressedmeanings should not only strike an analyst as being distinct

from one another but should also generally cluster with one or more features

that set each one apart from other expressed meanings. We therefore con-

ducted a corpus-based study that systematically annotated several hundred

datapoints for formal and qualitative linguistic features, and then subjected

the annotated data to statistical analyses to identify patterns of (dis)associ-

ation between these features. This method of analysis is known as Multifac-

torial Usage-feature Analysis (Glynn, 2014b) or Behavioural Profiling (Gries &

Divjak, 2009) and is well-suited for exploratory investigation (e.g. document-

ing the semantico-pragmatic behaviour of a little-studied construction to pro-
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vide a solid empirical basis against which to evaluate theoretical models). The

method involves the following four steps:

(1) Compiling a corpus;

(2) Identifying study-relevant usage-features (also known as “ID tags”);

(3) Manually annotating the corpus’ usage events for the presence/absence

of these usage-features.

(4) Conducting and interpreting statistical analyses of patterns of (dis)asso-

ciation in the annotated data.

In the following subsections, we explain how we compiled our corpus and

selected usage-features for which the data was annotated.

3.1 Corpus compilation

The DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction is attested several

hundred times in certain publicly available mega-corpora (see Frazer-McKee,

2020:121–123; Stange, 2020). To rigorously test the existing hypotheses we

wanted to achieve probable data saturation—the point in the research pro-

cess “when no new information is discovered in data analysis” (Faulkner &

Trotter, 2017). Problematically, we found that no proper name occurs in the

construction more than 25 times in these corpora.We thus compiled a dispos-

able corpus featuring a single “degree device + proper name” sequence using

Google’s and Twitter’s advanced search functionalities (date span: 2006–2021);

most previous studies into this construction (e.g. Wee & Tan, 2008; Bylinina,

2011; Gonzálvez-García, 2014; Sant, 2018) have also drawn on “webidence”. Ini-

tial data were gathered from Twitter in November of 2020 and additional data

were gathered from both Google and Twitter in April of 2021.

Given the intensive nature of achieving probable data saturation via behav-

ioural profiling, we focused on a single case study: “very Kurt Cobain”. The

degree adverb very was selected both for its frequency—being amongst the

most productive degree adverbs in Present-day English (Romero, 2012; Breban

& Davidse, 2016)—and because it is associated with less noise than the more

frequent so (which co-occurred frequentlywith proper names in conjunctional

form). Very also occurs in relevant syntactic configurations not generally avail-

able to so (e.g. *a so New York town vs. a very New York town). It was hoped

that these advantages would favour the identification of a high percentage

of analyzable data points; this was important because Google’s and Twitter’s

Advanced Search functionalities return a data sample that is limited rather

than exhaustive. Kurt Cobain5 was selected because it was the most produc-

5 American singer-songwriter (1967–1994); frontman of the mega-band Nirvana (see Cross,

2001).
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tive “very + full name” combination for a well-known rockstar in a Twitter-

based pilot study we had conducted in 2018. In turn, rockstar was the most fre-

quent profession-denoting noun (broadly interpreted) compared to nine other

well-known options (e.g. lawyer,movie star, etc). Profession-denoting common

nouns were selected as a means of narrowing down the list of individual-

denoting proper names in a way that “avoid[ed] conscious selection of data”

(McEnery & Hardie, 2012: 15), individual-denoting proper names being the

most common type of nominal to occur after degree adverbs (Frazer-McKee,

2020).

Raw data points identified via Google and Twitter were filtered for dupli-

cates, “Doge” English (e.g. Much rock, so Kurt Cobain, wow; see Bury, 2017),

suffixed instances (e.g. Kurt Cobain-esque, Kurt Cobain-ish, etc.), out-of-scope

instances (e.g. Yes, very. Kurt Cobain was like that), adjective phrases (e.g. very

Kurt Cobain chic) non-native speaker mistakes, non-English-language in-

stances, sequences in which the proper name was right-branching (e.g. very

Kurt Cobain at the MTV awards), and cases in which the NP headed a sen-

tence (e.g. very “Kurt Cobain meets Jesus”). Simultaneously, the data points

were filtered for “gettability” (i.e. whether it was possible to make sense of the

utteranceusing supporting linguistic andextra-linguisticmaterial, such aspho-

tographs, videos andother tweets).6 In total, 278 data pointswere retained from

Twitter, and another 42 were identified via Google, for a combined total of 320

analyzable data points (see Figure 4).

3.2 Behavioural profiling

The fundamental goal of data analysiswas to identify the expressedmeaning(s)

associated with the construction. Expressedmeanings were identified by para-

phrasing a usage event’smessage, and then paraphrasing the resultingmessage

in schematic terms (seeTable 1). The schematic paraphrasewas then associated

with an expressed meaning (e.g. COMPARISON).

Iterative analysis of the corpus data led to the identification of five broad yet

distinct types of expressed meanings (see Table 2). Examples of each of these

expressed meanings can be found in the Findings section (see 4.1). 25 data-

points were (multi)ambiguous with regards to expressed meaning, and were

therefore each analyzed as two separate utterances, resulting in a total of 346

usage events.

6 Thus in the following tweet, the prior linguistic context allowed the identification of the

COMPARISON reading: I just wanna sleep in and chillax. Very Kurt Cobain of me.
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figure 4 The compilation of the study’sWeb corpus

table 1 The generation of schematic paraphrases

Raw data Paraphrase Schematic paraphrase Expressed

meaning

You look very

Kurt Cobain

The subject looks a

lot like Kurt Cobain

with respect to …

X is reminiscent of/ compara-

ble to N to degree VERYwith

respect to Y

COMPARISON

table 2 Types of expressed meanings and their schematic paraphrases

Type of expressed meaning Schematic paraphrase

COMPARISON “X is comparable to/reminiscent of N with respect to Y”

TYPICALITY “X is typical of/associated with N”
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table 2 Types of expressed meanings and their schematic paraphrases (cont.)

Type of expressed meaning Schematic paraphrase

QUANTIFICATION “X is partly comprised of Y, which is associated with N”

INCLINATION “X has a desire for Y, which is associated with N”

LOYALTY/DEVOTION “X is loyal to N”

table 3 The verb and subject-type variables

Variable Main levels

Verb (lemmatized form) (1) No verb;

(2) Be;

(3) Elided verb—usually either look or be;

(4) Feel (“desire for”);

(5) Feel (“reminiscent of”);

(6) Feel (“gives subject sensation”);

(7) Seem;

(8) Look

Subject’s / nominal head’s semantic

type

(1) Endurant (animate/inanimate);

(2) Perdurant;

(3) Abstract

Drawing on Lauwers’ (2009) intuition-based investigation of the “degree ad-

verb + common noun” construction in French, we also annotated the data

for verb type and the subject/nominal head’s ontological type (see Table 3);

Lauwers had found that different types of expressed meanings tend to co-

occur with different types of subjects (e.g. animate vs. inanimate) and verbal

constructions. The Descriptive Ontology for Linguistic and Cognitive Engineer-

ing (DOLCE) ontology (Gangemi et al., 2002) was used to classify the sub-

ject/nominal head’s ontological type. DOLCE is a widely-used upper ontol-

ogy within the “naïve realism” paradigm (i.e. human common sense) that

divides reality into three fundamental supra-categories: Endurants, Perdurants,

and Abstracts. Abstracts are entities that do not possess temporal or spatial

parameters (e.g. time intervals). Endurants are those entities that wholly exist

at any point in time (e.g. (in)animates). Perdurants are those entities that

exist only in part at any point in time (e.g. actions, accomplishments, pro-
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table 4 Syntactic schemas in which the construction occurs

Variable Levels

Syntactic schema (1) X VP Cx (This is very Kurt Cobain)

(2) Det Cx NP (a very Kurt Cobain day)

(3) How Cx (How very Kurt Cobain!)

(4) X VP NP Cx (That is something very Kurt Cobain)

(5) X VP NP VP Cx (This makes me feel very Kurt Cobain)

cesses). The relation between Endurants and Perdurants is one of participa-

tion: Endurants participate in Perdurants (e.g. Kurt Cobain—an Endurant—

performed at a concert—a Perdurant).

As noted by Gonzálvez-García (2014), the subject was often elided or was

a deictic element (≈60% of our corpus’ datapoints). In such cases, the sub-

ject was reconstructed and labelled using a detailed protocol that required the

annotator to take stock of all available linguistic and extra-linguistic clues (e.g.

photographs, videos).

Given that specific syntactic configurations may be associated with specific

types of expressed meanings (e.g. Goldberg, 2006), we also annotated the data

for five syntactic schemas (see Table 4).

Lastly, we also coded whether the degree device expressed a scalar property

(a meaning close to that of “too” or “so”) or a quantitative property (a meaning

close to that of “much” or “a lot”).However, as no instances of “quantitative very”

were observed in the data (pace the Quantificational Hypothesis’ claim), this

variable was not considered further; we return to this issue in the Discussion

(see 5.1).

The data were thus annotated for five variables that had a combined total

of twenty-two levels. Data analysis was conducted by the first-named author

and verified independently by the second-named author. Disagreements were

resolved via consensus.

4 Findings

In the following subsection, we report our study’s main findings.We show that

the sequence “very Kurt Cobain” is associated with five conceptually distinct

types of expressed meanings of varying frequencies. Crucially, we also show

that the three expressed meanings amenable to statistical analysis are asso-
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ciated with different clusters of usage-features, as would be expected of gen-

uinely different readings.

4.1 Expressed meanings: frequency and conceptual distinctiveness

Pace the Override Hypothesis, no clear instances of “X has gradable property of

referent denoted by N” were found in our dataset; we comment on this impor-

tant point in our Discussion (see 5.3). The expressedmeanings observed in our

web corpus were the following five:

(9) COMPARISON

(a) γ Nathan Williams’ voice has clear echoes of […] Billie Joe Arm-

strong, but he also stretches out his vowels in a very Kurt Cobain

way.

(b) γ This song is good. It’s very Kurt Cobain [said of a “new Nirvana

song” written by an artificial intelligence algorithm]

(10) INCLINATION

(a) τ I’m feelin’ very Kurt Cobain. Gonna put on some Nirvana.

(11) TYPICALITY

(a) τ Plaid is very Kurt Cobain.

(b) γ The themes of addiction, love, and drug use are very Kurt Cobain.

(12) QUANTIFICATION

(a) τ 2017 has been very Kurt Cobain.

(b) τ I sang ‘Heart Shaped Box’ in plaid at karaoke … This has been a

very Kurt Cobain day.

(13) LOYALTY/DEVOTION

(a) τGahhh Imissed the premiere of #MontageOfHeck [a documentary

on Cobain] because I was working. That wasn’t very Kurt Cobain of

me …

Intuitively, these expressed meanings are quite distinct from one another con-

ceptually, and, crucially, non-derivable from one another (e.g. from a more

common expressed meaning, such as COMPARISON).

For instance, in (12a), the year 2017 is not being compared to the rockstar.

Rather, what is expressed is something like “2017 has been replete with news

coverage of Kurt Cobain (e.g. Cronin & Turner, 2017), who would have turned

50”. Similarly, in (12b), the day is not like a day from Cobain’s life per se but
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is, rather, a day experienced by the speaker that is replete with Cobain-related

things—here, plaid shirts, and well-known Nirvana songs. Likewise, (10) does

not draw a comparison with Cobain but expresses the idea that the subject has

an interest in or desire for something associated with him: his music.7

(13) is also unlikely to be a comparison statement. A default reading would

requireKurt Cobain to have attendeddocumentaries onhimself, an impossibil-

ity since these only began to appear posthumously (“Films about Kurt Cobain,”

2021). It is also unlikely, though not impossible, that this sentence expresses

something like “Kurt Cobain wouldn’t let work keep him from doing something

cool or important to him”: Cobain briefly worked as a janitor to finance his

band’s first studio demo, but was otherwise mostly unemployed (largely by

choice), being financially supported by his then-girlfriend so he could devote

himself to his music career (Cross, 2001). The most likely interpretation of (13)

is LOYALTY/DEVOTION, though this may not be immediately obvious. It is

well-known that rock acts and rockstars have loyal fans. What is perhaps less

obvious is that this sense of loyalty can last even beyond the life of the act

or of the rock icon (Anderson, 2012). In the case of Kurt Cobain (1967–1994),

such loyalty may be instilled through a deep connection with his songs’ lyrics

(Fish, 1995), or his status as a leader of a counterculture movement (Mazullo,

2000). Whatever the case may be, the user’s failure to attend the documen-

tary’s premiere can be construed as a lack of loyalty or devotion towards the

counterculture icon if they are expected to engage in his fandom’s participa-

tory culture.8

7 This is even clearer in a use such as Feeling very Ben & Jerry [a brand of ice cream] today

(www.tiktok.com).

8 Additional data from outside our corpus shows that loyalty/devotion readings can also be

found with sports teams, cities, and brand names. Consider the attestations below:

(1) Freewheelin’: Overall, though, he is convinced Liverpool are closer to the top teams than

the points gap suggests.

Salazar: He is so Liverpool. (www.neogaf.com)

(2) Only $20, that’s not very Padres [a baseball team from San Diego]. Put down a G. then

that’s keeping the faith. You are currently mildly rooting for faith and are OK with losing

it. (www.reddit.com)

(3) i am very real madrid. Hi. I’m Anne, a teenager. I support Real Madrid and Liverpool.

(iamveryrealmadrid-blog.tumblr.com)

(4) I am a 3rd generation New Yawkah! I was born and raised in New York City and went to

K-12 in Manhattan. (…) I love me some football! While not very New York of me, I love the

Patriots [a football team from Boston]. (www.ice.edu/blog/)

(5) He’s very Melbourne. Even though he’s worked in all different states, Melbourne was his

state and his love. (https://www.nme.com)

(6) In fact, i’m very apple and i have a lot of ipods and iphones. (www.head‑fi.org)

http://www.tiktok.com
http://www.neogaf.com
http://www.reddit.com
http://www.ice.edu/blog/
https://www.nme.com
http://www.head-fi.org
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table 5 Absolute and relative frequency of the expressed meanings associated with “very Kurt Cobain”

COMPARISON INCLINATION TYPICALITY QUANTIFICATION LOYALTY/

DEVOTION

n % n % n % n % n %

300 86.70% 25 7.51% 6 1.73% 12 3.47% 3 0.87%

Similarly, TYPICALITY expresses not that the subject and Kurt Cobain are

somehow comparable but that they are strongly associated. Based on the lit-

tle evidence available, we can tentatively suggest that TYPICALITY favours

generic subjects (e.g. the generic notion of plaid—a type of material favoured

by the rock icon (see Cross, 2014: 70)—or the lyrical themes for which he

was known). These subjects also seem to designate concepts that are plau-

sibly part of Kurt Cobain’s encyclopaedic network. Conversely, COMPARI-

SON co-occurs with subjects that are specific and that are not plausibly part

of the proper name’s encyclopaedic network (e.g. Plaid is very Kurt Cobain

vs Kevin’s plaid shirt is very Kurt Cobain, in which Kevin’s plaid shirt is not

a concept that could reasonably be expected to be evocable by the proper

name Kurt Cobain). However, because the readings are not lexically specified

but pragmatically inferred, there is also often a certain amount of indetermi-

nacy between COMPARISON and TYPICALITY: for instance, a shirt which is

typical of Kurt Cobain can also be seen as being like the shirts he habitually

wore.9

These five expressed meanings did not occur with equal frequency, per

Table 5.

COMPARISON is by far the most common reading in the dataset, account-

ing for almost 87% of the data. INCLINATION and QUANTIFICATION are

the only other expressedmeanings to occur more than 10 times each, account-

ing together for approximately 11% of the data. Combined, TYPICALITY and

LOYALTY/DEVOTION account for some 2.6% of the data. As will be ex-

plained in subsection 4.2, the infrequency of TYPICALITY and LOYALTY pre-

cluded statistical investigation of their fine-grained characteristics and thus

9 The following use falls unambiguously in the TYPICALITY category, however, as it refers to

a song sung by U2 themselves: ThenMagnificent, and I’m like, “this is good and very U2. Ok I’m

listening boys …” (www.u2.com).

http://www.u2.com
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their epistemological status is somewhat reduced compared to that of COM-

PARISON, QUANTIFICATION, and INCLINATION. While these two read-

ings are indeed rare and/or only occur in admittedly somewhat ambiguous

datapoints (especially LOYALTY/DEVOTION), we believe that it is neverthe-

less important to draw readers’ attention to their presence in our corpus, for

two reasons. Firstly, neither of these expressed meanings (i.e. TYPICALITY,

LOYALTY/DEVOTION) is predicted by the theoretical models under investi-

gation. Secondly, these readings illustrate the semantico-pragmatic possibili-

ties of the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction, and thereby

provide additional plausible ground-truth targets to be borne in mind when

proposing a more empirically adequate model, as we will do in subsection

5.3.

4.2 Multiple correspondence analysis and agglomerative hierarchical

clustering

The fundamental purpose of investigating the construction’s semantico-

pragmatic behaviours via statistical analysis (Behavioural Profiling) was to

assess whether the available quantitative evidence supported the distinctive-

ness of the different expressed meanings identified in 4.1. Specifically, we

sought to determine whether the different expressed meanings cluster with

different usage-features. It was expected that they would, as truly different

readings will generally be associated with different usage-features (i.e. quali-

tatively distinct linguistic properties). For instance, some in “That was some

party!” and in “I went to some party” will typically be stressed differently; the

exclamatory sense of some in the first example would generally be expected to

be stressed (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002: 380–381), whereas the “subidentifica-

tional” sense (see Round, 2004: 170)would not. A quantitative analysis of a con-

versational corpus containing datapoints featuring these uses of some would

thus be expected to yield two clusters: (1) a first cluster involving exclamative

some and stress and (2) a second cluster involving non-exclamative some and

a lack of stress. For the purposes of identifying clusters in our annotated data,

two complementary statistical methods were used: multiple correspondence

analysis and agglomerative hierarchical clustering; both of these are described

below. XLSTAT v.2021.3.1 (Addinsoft, 2021) was used to perform all statistical

analyses and to generate the associated figures.

Since rare features can distort a statistical model’s explained variance, we

omitted all datapoints that contained a usage-feature that occurred less than 8

times in the dataset (Glynn, 2014b). The following usage events were omitted:

those that featured the construction as object complement (i.e. “X VP NP (VP)

Cx”; n = 4+4 = 8), and all instances that expressed either TYPICALITY (n = 6)
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or LOYALTY/DEVOTION (n = 3). In all, 329 of the 346 annotated usage-events

were submitted to statistical analysis.10 Given that explained variance is often

enhanced when each variable has an equal number of levels (Husson et al.,

2017: 141–142), the verb variable (8+ levels) was re-organized post hoc into three

levels to have the same number of levels as the expressedmeaning and syntac-

tic schema variables (n = 3): (1) no verb (e.g. a very Kurt Cobain Christmas); (2)

verb expressing inclination or desire (e.g. I feel very Kurt Cobain, gonna put on

someNirvana!), and (3) verb not expressing desire (including non-desire senses

of feel).

To determine whether different expressed meanings cluster with different

usage-features, a series of “adjusted inertia” Multiple Correspondence Anal-

yses (MCA; Greenacre, 1993, 2006) were first performed.11 For visualization

purposes, the cloud of usage-features is mapped onto an n-dimensional plot

(typically, a biplot; see Figure 5); proximity between two points of the cloud is

generally to be interpreted as similarity of distribution (i.e. the variables that

are represented by these points tend to co-occur or to co-occur with similar

usage-features), whereas distance is typically equated with dissimilarity (dis-

tant variables usually co-occur with different usage-features).

Several models were tested to identify the one that optimized explained

inertia (i.e. that best accounts for the available data); this allowed us to deter-

mine which variables contribute positively to inertia and to assess to what

extent our model adequately describes the data in the first place. Per Table 6,

models submitted to MCA varied according to (1) the omission/inclusion of

the syntactic usage-features, and (2) the number and grouping of the sub-

ject/nominal head’s semantic types (e.g.models #3 and#4had four levels,while

10 Slightly over 6% of these datapoints were non-independent: being truly ambiguous be-

tweenCOMPARISONand INCLINATION, theywere coded twice (see 3.2).While includ-

ing some entries twice can erroneously increase the association between usage-features

that do not vary between entries, violating data non-independence was deemed to be

essential for this study, as elimination of these ambiguous datapoints would have led to

the elimination of the INCLINATION expressed-meaning via a cascading effect. Com-

paring two MCA models that respectively included and excluded these dually-coded

data points revealed that their inclusion only leads to a modest increase in the attrac-

tion between the “Animate-endurant” and “COMPARISON” usage-features, “Animate-

Endurant” being the only usage-feature shared by these double-coded entries.

11 In a nutshell, MCA is a means of quantifying the relationship between nominal variables

by modelling tabular data as a “cloud” of points in geometric space (Glynn, 2014a), each

point representing a type of category (here, usage-features). The biplot’s sample space is

divided into four quadrants that are defined by the (dis)association of usage-featureswith

dimensions F1 (Y-axis) and F2 (X-axis). F1 and F2 account together for the data’s variance

(or inertia) on a scale from 0% to 100%.
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figure 5

Symmetric biplot of model #6’s 329

annotated datapoints (adjusted-

inertia MCA)

table 6 The models submitted to multiple correspondence analysis

Model Syntax Ontological type of subject Verb types Expressed

meanings

Explained

inertia

#1 3 levels:

X VP Cx

How Cx

Det Cx NP

3 levels:

Abstract

Perdurant

Endurant

3 levels:

No verb

Feel (desire)

Non-desire verbs

3 levels:

Comparison

Inclination

Quantification

73.57%

#2 ** Same levels as #1 Same levels as #1 Same levels as #1 82.66%

#3 Same levels as #1 4 levels:

Abstract

Perdurant

inanimate-Endurant

animate-Endurant

Same levels as #1 Same levels as #1 77.09%

#4 ** Same levels as #3 Same levels as #1 Same levels as #1 87.04%

#5 Same levels as #1 3 levels:

Abstract;

Perdurant & inanimate-

Endurant;

animate-Endurant

Same levels as #1 Same levels as #1 80.60%

#6 ** Same levels as #5 Same levels as #1 Same levels as #1 87.68%

** = omission of the variable and all its levels from the statistical analysis
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other models had only three). The expressed meaning (the key variable) and

the three-way verb-type distinction (see above) were kept constant. The verb

variable was kept constant because its elimination yielded models with low

explained variance; INCLINATION is very strongly correlated with the desire

sense of feel.

Explained variance was found to increase when the syntactic variable was

omitted but other variables’ levels were held constant. Thus, model 2 explains

more variance than 1, model 4 explains more variance than does 3, and model

6 surpasses model 5. The boost to explained variance that resulted from elimi-

nating the syntactic usage-features was not unexpected.While there are trends

in the data (e.g. Det Cx NP tends to co-occur with QUANTIFICATION), syn-

tactic schemas are—with the exception of How Cx, which does not occur with

QUANTIFICATION in our data—associated with all three expressed mean-

ings found in Figure 5 (e.g. a very Kurt Cobain day; a very Kurt Cobain mood;

a very Kurt Cobain rockstar). The model with the highest inertia was #6 (see

Table 6), which fit 87.62% of the data—an excellent result. In this model, syn-

tactic usage-features were omitted, and the subject/nominal head’s semantics

was classified according to a three-way distinction: (1) Abstracts (here, tempo-

ral expressions), (2) Perdurants and inanimate-Endurants (roughly, processes

and things), and (3) animate-Endurants (i.e. human beings); its biplot is found

in Figure 5.

Per Figure 5, it can be clearly seen that COMPARISON, INCLINATION,

and QUANTIFICATION cluster with different usage-features in this model.

COMPARISON clusters with “Inanimate-Endurant and Perdurant” subjects

and “non-desire-expressing verbs”,while INCLINATIONclusterswith a desire-

expressing sense of feel, and QUANTIFICATION clusters with Abstract sub-

jects (e.g. time, as in “a very Kurt Cobain day”).

To determine whether relatively homogenous clusters of usage-features ex-

ist in the annotated data, Agglomerative Hierarchical Clustering (AHC) (dis-

tance metric: Euclidean; clustering method: Ward’s) was then performed on

the principal coordinates of model #6’s 329 datapoints.12 Using automatic

entropy-based truncation, AHC identified six substantially homogeneous ter-

12 AHC is a popular clustering method that initially treats each datapoint as a singleton

group and then sequentiallymerges similar groups together until all subgroups have been

merged into a single super-group (Kassambara, 2017). The sequential clustering process

is graphically represented by the nodes in a tree figure (known as a dendrogram); the

axis labelled “Dissimilarity” provides a metric of the constitutive elements of the sub-

groups’ overall homogeneity, with terminal nodes exhibiting greater homogeneity than

those found closer to the dendrogram’s top-most node (Divjak & Fieller, 2014).
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figure 6

Dendrogram of model #6’s 329 annotated

datapoints (AHC)

minal nodes: an INCLINATION group, two QUANTIFICATION subgroups,

and three COMPARISON subgroups (see Figure 6). The number of datapoints

in each subgroup and the percentage of datapoints that correspond to the sub-

group’s description are provided in parentheses.

Illustrative examples of each subgroup (Cn) follow:

(14) C1: τ Smashing his guitar is very Kurt Cobain of him. (COMPARISON)

(15) C2: τ “Sincerity seems to be a problem today. But I prefer to be hated than

be false and fool people.”-Kristen Stewart (Sounding very Kurt Cobain)

(COMPARISON)

(16) C3: τ I’m feelingVERYKurtCobain (“I desire to listen to hismusic”) (INCLI-

NATION)

(17) C4: τ My uncle told me I was rockin’ a very Kurt Cobain vibe. (COMPAR-

ISON)

(18) C5: τ I sang ‘Heart Shaped Box’ in plaid at karaoke … This has been a very

Kurt Cobain day. (QUANTIFICATION)

(19) C6: τ This place is very Kurt Cobain (“This place is replete with Cobain-

themed things”) (QUANTIFICATION)
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Thus, these two complementary statistical analyses show that the three ex-

pressed meanings amenable to quantitative analysis do generally cluster with

distinct (semantic) usage-features, as would be expected of genuinely distinct

readings. What is more, these semantic (rather than syntactic) usage-features

account for a high percentage (≈88%) of inertia (Figure 5), and the data is

broadly divisible into six different,13 nearly homogenous subgroups constituted

of distinct “expressedmeaning + usage-features” clusters (Figure 6). It is impor-

tant to note, however, that expressedmeanings can co-occurwith awider array

of usage-features than is suggestedby the coarse-graineddescriptions provided

byMCAandAHC. For instance, the sequence “Youmetmeat a veryKurt Cobain

time in my life” features an Abstract nominal head (a usage-feature which is

strongly associated with QUANTIFICATION), but can only be interpreted as

either an instance of COMPARISON (i.e. severely depressed/troubled like the

rockstar) or INCLINATION (i.e. an “intense fan” reading).

5 Discussion

DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME is a theoretically intriguing construc-

tion inPresent-dayEnglish that features two seemingly incompatible elements:

a degree device and a proper name (a unit not classically thought to provide

access to a gradable scale). In our review of the literature, we identified two

hypotheses thatmodel the construction via very different processes and repre-

sentations; their main assumptions are summarized in Table 7.

Wewill nowexamine thesehypotheses’ key claims against the findings (both

key and incidental) fromour investigation into the “very Kurt Cobain” construc-

tion, namely claims regarding:

(1) The degree device’s semantics;

(2) The nominal form’s semantics and category status;

(3) The construction’s expressed meanings and the operation involved be-

tween the degree device and the nominal form;

(4) The compositionality of the construction’s expressed meanings

5.1 The degree device’s semantics

TheQuantificational Hypothesis posits that the degree device is a quantifier—

a device whose meaning is akin to much or a lot. The Override + Metonymy

13 C1 and C6, however, are made up of very similar usage-feature clusters, which partly

explainswhy the small (n = 7) C6 group is by far the least homogenous (57%homogeneity

vs an average of 96.80% for the other five classes; see Figure 6).
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table 7 The main theoretical assumptions of the Override + Metonymy Hypothesis and

the Quantificational Hypothesis

Override + Metonymy

Hypothesis

Quantificational

Hypothesis

Expressed meaning “X is/has N’s gradable

property to degree Y”

(Property intensification)

“X has one or more dimen-

sions of N” (Comparison)

Degree device’s semantics Scalar Quantificational

Nominal Form’s class Adjectival Nominal

Nominal Form’s semantics Unidimensional gradable

property

Non-gradable intrinsic

dimensions

Expressed meaning’s com-

positionality

Non-compositional Compositional

Mismatch between nominal

and degree device?

Yes No

Key processes Coercion-by-override;

metonymy

Property quantification

Hypothesis, on the other hand, posits that the device is scalar (i.e. the same

device that co-occurs with gradable adjectives). We believe that on this score

the evidence available clearly supports the Override + Metonymy Hypothesis.

Firstly, as noted previously, theQuantificationalHypothesis’ claim regarding

the construction’s degree device suggests that there should be a perceivable dif-

ference in meaning between the very in “a very depressing song” and the very

in “a very Kurt Cobain song”, just as there is a perceivable difference meaning

between the exclamative (e.g. That was some game!) and subidentificational

(e.g. Some guy wanted a hot coffee) uses of some. This is not the case however:

as we noted earlier (see 3.2), no clear instances of “quantificational very” were

observed in the data.

This is not surprising, however, because, secondly, an unintended corollary

of the Quantificational Hypothesis is that it seemingly predicts a lack of mis-

match between the construction’s elements, as in this account the construc-

tion involves a quantificational version of very (rather than its regular scalar

version) and a multidimensional predicate. This prediction does not neatly

account for speakers’ experience with the construction (or at least linguists’

experience therewith): the combination of a degree adverb and a proper name

is “surprising” (Trousdale, 2018: 291), hence the interest of the construction.
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Thirdly, given that any degree adverb can participate in the DEGREE AD-

VERB + PROPERNAME construction (rather/very/so Kurt Cobain), the Quan-

tificational Hypothesis must posit that all degree devices have quantificational

counterparts. Considering the first two points, this claim comes across as a

purely theoretical artefact.

Lastly, we will show in subsection 5.3 that the single best explanation for the

variety of expressed meanings that can be associated with DANCs is that the

degree device does interact with a unidimensional scale, albeit not one sup-

plied by the proper name, as claimed by the Override +MetonymyHypothesis.

5.2 The nominal form’s category status and semantics

Pace the Override + Metonymy Hypothesis, we did not observe any clear in-

stances of “X is/has gradable property of N” in our corpus (see 4.2). We believe

that this is because this model conflates two different phenomena.

On the one hand, there are forms in Gonzálvez-García’s dataset such as

pants and apple pie that have genuinely become associatedwith adjectival con-

tent (but also continue to independently exist as nouns, like fun and key; see

Bolinger, 1963;DeSmet, 2012;Denison, 2010). Crucially, these gradable-property

senses are not computed online but develop well before the form enters adver-

bial degree constructions. For instance, the “typically American” sense of apple

pie found in dictionaries (e.g. “Apple pie,” 2018) is attested two decades before

this form began to accept adverbial degree modification, according to a “reli-

able monitor of semantic change” (Hamilton et al., 2016): Google Books (see

Frazer-McKee, 2020: 55–56). These forms’ participation in degree construc-

tions is therefore not semantically unpredictable and the operation that they

engage is that of sense disambiguation (i.e. selecting between permanently

stored senses, one of which is a gradable property sense).

On the other hand, there are other nominal forms that followdegree adverbs

whosemeaning is simply not reducible to a gradable property. Evidence of this

is twofold. Firstly, in such cases it is difficult “to identify the exact single prop-

erty” denoted by the proper name (Bylinina, 2011: 13). Discussing “Her hair is

very Madonna at the Golden Globes”, Bylinina (2011: 14) remarks that it is not

obvious whether the speaker means that the subject’s hair is curly or volumi-

nous like Madonna’s or even both. Similarly, in a comparison reading of “I feel

very Kurt Cobain”, it is not clear whether the notion of “depressed” or “suicidal”

is in question; Cobain, who tragically took his own life in 1994, is well-known

for both properties (see Cross, 2014; Jobes et al., 1996). Secondly, the “gradable

property” reading fails a substitution test in which the grounds of the compar-

ison are provided:
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(20) I feel very Kurt Cobain in that I’m depressed/suicidal.

(21) ##I feel very depressed/suicidal in that I’m depressed/suicidal.

The resulting tautology in (21) clearly shows that “very+N” and “very+grad-

able property of N” are not interchangeable, pace the Override + Metonymy

Hypothesis’ claim (e.g. so Tim ≡ so clumsy). Evidence from our corpus suggests

that the nominals in DANCs are exploited not for a specific gradable property

associated with the nominal referent but for their encyclopaedic richness, per

Langacker’s (1987, 2008) andDancygier’s (2011) account of proper name seman-

tics. In illustrative examples in the Findings subsection (see 14–19), Kurt Cobain

can be seen to provide access to a wide range of complex, non-gradable ency-

clopaedic properties, not least the notion of Nirvana’s music (“I feel very Kurt

Cobain”—I want to listen to his music) and his “vibe” (e.g. “a very Kurt Cobain

vibe”—a presumably rockstar-like vibe reminiscent of Cobain’s).Kurt Cobain can

also be used to metonymically evoke the rockstar’s stage antics, one or more

features of his look, various aspects of his music (e.g. his singing voice’s spe-

cific qualities), and even his non-musical artistic pursuits, to name but these:

(22) τ @frankturner’s entrance to Reading was very Kurt Cobain! Fake wheel-

chair entrance #Reading1992

(23) τ Heavy duty cable knit cardigan, very Kurt Cobain.

(24) τ listen to that scream he has and close your eyes and it is VERY Kurt

Cobain

(25) τBothbeautiful anddisgusting at the same time.VeryKurtCobain [said of

the cover art of Nirvana’s album In Utero, which was designed by Cobain]

Semantically, this behaviour is expected of proper names (access points to

encyclopaedic knowledge), but not of adjectives, which denote single and gen-

erally gradable properties.

Going somewhat beyond the evidence strictly available in our corpus, we

note that there are other arguments against the claim that the proper names

in DANCs are necessarily adjectives. Buttressing Sant’s important observa-

tion that true noun phrases can follow degree adverbs (e.g. very “old me”), we

observed that individual-denoting proper names such as Kurt Cobain can be

referred to anaphorically and substituted for by a pronoun (cf. Denison, 2015:

5), as would be expected of noun phrases (examples are ours):
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(26) This is very Kurt Cobain/very him.

(27) This is very Kurt Cobain. Yes, it is very him.

On the strength of adjectival diagnostics, Gonzálvez-García (2014: 279)—see

also Stange (2020: 112)—suggests that the nouns and proper names found in

the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction are adjectival or at

least adjectivizing. A critical assessment of the syntactic diagnostics used by

Gonzálvez-García lies outside the scope of the present study (see Duffley &

Frazer-McKee, 2024),14 but the evidence introducedhere suggests an altogether

more complexpicture than that providedby theOverride +MetonymyHypoth-

esis: non-adjectival units, or at least elements that retainnon-adjectival proper-

ties, can follow degree adverbs, suggesting perhaps a genuinelymixed category

status account of the individual-denoting proper names that follow degree

adverbs.

5.3 The operation that holds between the degree device and the proper

name

One of the key findings of our corpus-based investigation is that there likely

exist at least five distinct types of expressed meanings linked to the “DEGREE

ADVERB + PROPER NAME” construction. Remarkably, only one of these

meanings (COMPARISON) was foreseen by existing models—specifically,

Sant’s Quantificational Hypothesis. Crucially, two different quantitative anal-

yses suggest that the three readings amenable to statistical analysis (i.e. COM-

PARISON, INCLINATION, QUANTIFICATION) are indeed distinct and thus

plausibly cognitively real. Our guiding assumption here was that distinct ex-

pressed meanings would favour different usage-features, just as, for instance,

different senses of some (e.g. “That was some party!” vs “I would like some infor-

mation”) would be expected to generally co-occur with different stress patterns

in a spoken corpus: Huddleston& Pullum (2002: 380–381) observe that the first

sense is foundwith “strong (butnot contrastive) stress”,whereas the secondone

14 Tallerman (2011: 57) remarks that having the adverbial degreemodifier very as an immedi-

ate left-hand collocate is “probably the best test for adjective status in English” (for similar

views, see Aarts, 2007:106; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002:537; Jackendoff, 1977), amongst

manyothers). Observation of authentic usage reveals, however, that very combineswith at

least two types of non-adjectival linguistic units: NPs (e.g. “very ‘old me’ ”; Sant, 2018) and

entire sentences (e.g. “It’s all very ‘how DARE the HELP talk in my vicinity when they’re

at WORK’”; Frazer-McKee, 2020: 90). Thus, the unit that follows a degree device such as

very need not necessarily be adjectival.
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“is normally unstressed.” Using MCA, we found that INCLINATION, COM-

PARISON, and QUANTIFICATION readings do indeed broadly favour differ-

ent clusters of usage-features. For instance, INCLINATION co-occurs with a

“desire-expressing” sense of the verb feel, while QUANTIFICATION clusters

with “abstract subjects” (e.g. time, as in a “very Kurt Cobain day”). Using AHC,

we further showed that these expressed meanings cluster into five almost per-

fectly homogenous groups, with a sixth (and very small group; n = 7) being

comprised of instances of both QUANTIFICATION (57%) and COMPARI-

SON (43%). Again, this neatly reflects the expressed meanings’ proclivity for

distinct usage-features. An empirically adequate theoretical model must thus

be able to account minimally for these three expressedmeanings for which we

have strong converging evidence.

As previously stated, the operation of most interest is the one that holds

between the degree device and the nominal form—themechanismwe assume

to be most directly involved in generating the construction’s expressed mean-

ing. If the noun is not reducible to a gradable property as proposed by the

Override + Metonymy Hypothesis (see 5.2) and the construction’s degree mor-

pheme is not a quantifier as proposed by the Quantificational Hypothesis (see

5.1), something else must be responsible for the noun’s compatibility with the

degree adverb. It is proposed here that this is due to a pragmatic operation of

adding context-appropriate material with which the degree adverb interacts

(see 2.1). This type of mechanism is known as enrichment or strengthening

(Jackendoff, 1997; Carston, 2002; Recanati, 2010), the process whereby mean-

ing is added to “the blueprint provided by the linguistic expression” (Ruiz de

Mendoza&Peña, 2005: 263).This cognitive operation’s involvement in the con-

structionwaspreviously dismissedbyAudring andBooij (2016: 632) in favour of

coercion-by-override, on the grounds that time expressions such as 2013 in “so

2013” express outdatedness (a gradable property) rather thanTYPICALITY.We

would point out, however, that these two notions are not mutually exclusive:

something may very well be deemed outdated precisely because it is typical of

a specific past date.

On an enrichment-based account, the degree device targets a scale (e.g. a

comparison scale, an inclination scale or a loyalty/devotion scale) that holds

between the (encyclopaedic) proper name and the subject/nominal head. Four

things are readily apparent about these scales.

Firstly, they are meaningful. Their unidimensional meaning (e.g. compari-

son, typicality) is added to the overall message, giving rise to, for instance, a

COMPARISON or a TYPICALITY reading.

Secondly, the scales are necessarily gradable because they interact with a

scalar degree device (see 5.2).
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Thirdly, the evidence available strongly suggests that—far from being per-

manently associated with or triggered by specific clusters of semantic

properties—the quality of the scales must be pragmatically supplied. As we

noted in subsection 4.2, the construction’s expressed meanings can co-occur

with a wider array of usage-features than is suggested by the coarse-grained

clusters identified by AHC. For instance, the sequence “You met me at a very

Kurt Cobain time inmy life” features an Abstract nominal head (a usage-feature

which is strongly associated with QUANTIFICATION; see Figure 5), but can

only be reasonably interpreted as either an instance of COMPARISON (i.e.

severely depressed/troubled like the rockstar) or INCLINATION (i.e. an “in-

tense fan” reading). Whether a COMPARISON or INCLINATION reading is

intended would be clarified by the broader discourse context (e.g. relevant

discourse assumptions understood to hold between speaker and hearer, the

previous linguistic context, etc.).

It follows from the above that, fourthly, the scales’ meaning is distinct from

the proper names with which they are associated. The scale may be associ-

ated with multiple properties of the proper name’s encyclopaedic network,

even though the scale is not multiple itself. For instance, in That show was

very Madonna, the scale of typicality/comparison could be applied to multi-

ple properties of the show (the way the singer’s show was dressed, the choice

of songs that she sang, the dancemoves that she performed, etc.). There is thus

a clear distinction between the scale, which is gradable and unidimensional

(denoting the notion of comparison or typicality), and the aspect or aspects of

the noun’s encyclopaedic network which are targeted by the scale, which can

bemulti-dimensional (but seemingly not gradable or at least not the direct tar-

get of intensification, following Sant (2018)).

Thus, the model we have arrived at via a combination of hypothesis testing

and empirical inquiry (see Figure 7) is one inwhich scalar degree devices inter-

act with encyclopaedic proper names via gradable, meaningful, pragmatically-

supplied scales; following Gonzálvez-García (2014; 2020) and Bylinina (2011),

we also assume thatmetonymy plays a key role in shifting the nominal’s mean-

ing. On the strength of our corpus-based investigation, it is apparent that an

enrichment model offers at least two key empirical advantages compared to

previous theoretical models:

1. it accounts for the entire range of expressed meanings associated with

this construction (we have provided strong, converging evidence that at

least three exist (i.e. COMPARISON, INCLINATION, QUANTIFICA-

TION), and sparser evidence that there are likely at least another two (i.e.

TYPICALITY, LOYALTY/DEVOTION) in our corpus alone);

2. it accounts for the existence of ambiguous instances (e.g. You met me

at a very Kurt Cobain time in my life, which can be either a comparison
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figure 7

The enrichment model of the DEGREE

ADVERB + PROPER NAME construc-

tion

statement or a loyalty/devotion reading; previousmodels assume that the

constructionmust receive a single type of interpretation, namely a “grad-

able property reading” or a comparison reading).

5.4 The compositionality of the construction’s expressed meanings

The last major point of contention between the two models is the issue of

compositionality (also known as Frege’s Principle), the claim—according to

a generic formulation thereof—that “every complex expression’s meaning is

determined by the meaning of its parts and the way in which they are com-

bined”. Gonzálvez-García (2014: 290) argues against a compositional account

of the construction, primarily on the grounds that “the noun in the A slot

necessarily involves metonymic inferencing.” Sant (2018), on the other hand,

implicitly argues for a fully compositional account, though crucial elements—

such as dimension selection—are not described. These two positions reflect a

deep theoretical divide within the language science community. Cognitive lin-

guists such as Gonzálvez-García have generally adopted a strong anti-compo-

sitionality stance. This position is well represented by claims such as Taylor’s

(2002: 550): “Most expressions (I am tempted to say: all expressions), when

interpreted in the context in which they are uttered, are non-compositional

to some degree”.15 Formal semanticists such as Sant, in contrast, argue that

compositionality is the only explanation for the productivity and regularity

of natural language (e.g. Portner, 2005), such that compositionality is “one of

themost central principles of formal semantics” (Groenendijk& Stokhof, 2005:

83).

15 But see Sweetser (1999) and Michaelis (2017: 9–10).
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A strongly constructional account of DANCs is ruled out because there is no

one-to-one correspondence between syntactic schemas and expressed mean-

ings. Thus, for example, both “Det Cx NP” and “X VP Cx” are associated with

the readings of QUANTIFICATION, COMPARISONand INCLINATION (e.g.

a very Kurt Cobain day; a very Kurt Cobain look; a very Kurt Cobain mood). It is

undoubtedly for this reason that inclusion of syntactic schemas in our statisti-

cal models consistently decreased their explained variance (i.e. their capacity

to account for thedata; seeTable 6)whenall other variableswereheld constant.

It cannot thenbe argued that the expressedmeanings (e.g. COMPARISON) are

uniquely associated with any one of these syntactic schemas.

Rejection of a strong constructional account does not imply, however, that

the DANCs are amenable to a strong compositional account. In agreement

with Gonzálvez-García, we note that there are clearly serious challenges to a

traditional compositional account of the construction. If one takes composi-

tionality to imply that “a word contributes the same meaning in all contexts,”

then the principle obviously does not hold of units exploited in different con-

texts for different dimensions of their encyclopaedic potential. It is also true

that the metonymic shifts observed in this construction are problematic for

strict compositionality, a point previously identified by Bylinina (2011: 19–20)

as the “mediation problem.” Bylinina notes, for instance, that the properties

involved are not necessarily those of the individual per se, but can be medi-

ated by an implicit feature, as in “Her face is so Paris Hilton”, in which the

comparison rests not on the possession of “Paris Hilton features” but rather

of features of Paris Hilton’s face (cf.My hair is very Kurt Cobain). Strict compo-

sitionality also does not hold of expressed meanings that are partly comprised

of pragmatically-supplied gradable scales, this material not being encoded by

the words themselves.

These challenges are not insurmountable for all versions of composition-

ality. For instance, the encyclopaedic richness of the nominal bears upon the

broad “meaning selection challenge to compositionality” (Pustejovsky et al.,

2013: 2); the encyclopaedic character of the proper names in this construc-

tion rules out only versions of compositionality that predict that words con-

tribute the exact samemeaning across contexts.Thepresence of pragmatically-

supplied scales in the message, on the other hand, can be accounted for via

enriched composition—instances in which the meaning of linguistic expres-

sions is enriched via pragmatically-supplied concepts (Jackendoff, 1997;

Carston, 2002; Recanati, 2010).

Above all, wewould stress that constructions such as the one investigated in

this paper represent interesting case studies against which different versions

of the principle can be measured. Ultimately, this type of exercise may lead to
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the adoption of admittedly non-traditional but more empirically robust defi-

nitions, such as that proposed by Croft and Cruse (2004: 105): “The meaning

of a complex expression is the result of a construal process, one of the inputs

to which are the construals of its constituent parts”. Croft and Cruse (2004:

105) note that this revised definition is “a long way from the original princi-

ple of compositionality” and resembles cookery in the sense that “the final

result is determined by (a) the ingredients, and (b) the processes applied”. This

definition of compositionality does, however, correspond much better to the

empirical facts reported here: what is expressed by a sequence such as “X VP

Cx” or “Det Cx NP” is the result of a complex interaction between at least the

following: (1) the contextual meaning of the subject/nominal head pf which

the construction is predicated; (2) the contextual meaning of the verb (if any);

(3) themetonymically active zone(s) of the construction’s proper name (i.e. the

part(s) of its encyclopaedic network that is/are most active); (4) the meaning

of the degree device; and (5) the kind of scale that holds between the proper

name and the subject/nominal head (i.e. comparison, typicality, etc.). In short,

the construction’s expressed meanings seem to be more amenable to a partly

compositional account then to a broadly non-compositional one, but a com-

positionality of a non-traditional sort.

6 Conclusion

6.1 Strengths, limitations, and future prospects

This study is the first to investigate the empirico-theoretical claims of two

competing hypotheses that model the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME

construction’s semantic-pragmatics against a substantial corpus of authentic

web usage. Limitations of our investigation include a small data sample (a

single proper name), and the corpus analysis’ reliance on qualitative coding.

These limitations are, however, mitigated by the non-biased selection of the

study’s propername (thereby enhancing the results’ generalizability), and care-

ful independent verification of the corpus annotations (thereby enhancing the

reliability of themathematical models’ inputs, and the accuracy of the conclu-

sions based on these models’ outputs).

This study has also drawn attention to outstanding theoretical issues relat-

ing to the DEGREE ADVERB + PROPER NAME construction in English. One

especially important and open question is the proper name’s category sta-

tus. Gonzálvez-García argues that nouns and proper names found after degree

adverbs are fundamentally adjectival, because they collectively occur in syn-

tactic positions thought to be unique to adjectives (e.g. after an indefinite pro-
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noun, such as something or anything). However, in agreement with Sant (2018),

wehaveprovided evidence that individual-denoting proper names retain nom-

inal properties, including the possibility of pronominal reference and pronom-

inal substitution. The category status of the proper names in this construction

is an important issue because (1) grammatical classes are presupposed by vir-

tually every major theory of language (Rauh, 2010), and (2) linguistic units’

interaction with other linguistic elements is posited to be a function of their

category status. Determining whether and how Gonzálvez-García’s observa-

tions can be reconciled with Sant’s and our own should be the subject of a

future study.

Looking beyond English, a review of the literature shows that several world

languages have constructions in which N(P)s occur in a degree adverb’s scope;

this is especially noteworthy because it has been claimed that DEGREE

ADVERB + NOUN (PHRASE) constructions occur in only “a few European

languages” (König, 2017: 16). Well-studied Indo-European languages that have

these types of constructions include Icelandic (Bylinina, 2011: 2), Dutch (Sweep,

2014), Swedish (Paradis, 2008), Norwegian (Sant, 2018), French (Lauwers, 2009,

2018), Spanish (Sacks, 1971), Italian (Grandi, 2017), and Russian (Frazer-McKee,

2020: 242). Non-Indo-European languages that have similar constructions in-

clude the Semitic language Hebrew (e.g. meod yalada—“very girl”; Sassoon,

2018) and the Sinetic language Mandarin Chinese (e.g. hen xuesheng—“very

student”; Wu, 2021). Thus, in agreement with Bylinina (2011: 2), DEGREE

ADVERB + NOUN (PHRASE) constructions do not appear to be “an acci-

dental phenomenon”. It remains to be determined, however, to what extent

and in what respects these under-studied constructions are comparable cross-

linguistically in termsof semantics/pragmatics, syntax, and the rhetorical func-

tions they fill.

6.2 Summary and key contributions

“All models are wrong, but some are useful” states the popular form of an

aphorism attributed to the statistician George Box. Models are in fact dou-

bly useful: they both encode scientific knowledge in testable form and help

“generate new phenomena and ideas” when confronted with data (Murphy,

2002: 479). From models that predict the non-interaction of degree adverbs

and nominals (including proper names), language science has progressed to

“second-generation” models that describe the operations and representations

involved in this emerging construction. In this paper, we critically evaluated

two of these second-generation models: The Override + Metonymy Hypothe-

sis and The Quantificational Hypothesis. This was done by analysing a corpus

of authentic usage using Behavioural Profiling, a technique whereby authentic
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datapoints are annotated for various linguistic and/or extralinguistic usage-

features and then analysed using statistical techniques to discover meaningful

patterns in the data. Our corpus analysis led to the identification of 5 proba-

ble expressedmeanings (i.e. COMPARISON, QUANTIFICATION, INCLINA-

TION, LOYALTY/DEVOTION, TYPICALITY). The first three of these were

sufficiently numerous to be analyzed statistically and it was found that they

cluster with different (semantic) usage-features, as would be expected of gen-

uinely distinct readings. Neither model under consideration predicted nor

could handle the full range of observed expressed meanings in our “very Kurt

Cobain” corpus. Nevertheless, these twomodels from very different theoretical

traditions domake interesting contributions to language science’s understand-

ing of the representations and operations involved in this construction. Per the

Quantificational Hypothesis, the construction seems to involve true nominals

(or something approximate), does not grade the proper name’s degree of mem-

bership nor even the proper name’s encyclopaedic content, and does indeed

frequently participate in comparison statements; what is more, the construc-

tion’s expressedmeanings aremore amenable to a semi-compositional account

thana stronglynon-compositional one.However, per theOverride+Metonymy

Hypothesis, the degree device involved is the same degree device that modi-

fies gradable adjectives, and the cognitive process of metonymic inferencing is

involved in selecting the discourse-relevant zone(s) from the nominal’s large

encyclopaedic network. Pace both models, we have argued that some form of

enrichment—a previously-dismissed cognitive mechanism—is the best avail-

able explanation for the construction’s full range of expressed meanings: a

gradable, meaningful, contextually-appropriate scale is added to the message

(e.g. a scale of comparison, loyalty/devotion, etc. that holds between the sub-

ject/nominal head and the active zone(s) of the proper name). Enrichment

can account, crucially, for both the variety of expressed meanings observed in

the corpus and the fact that there is a strong but imperfect correspondence

between usage-features and expressed meanings (e.g. certain dual-interpre-

tation usage events). As argued by Ariel (2008: 166), conveying an intended

message bymeans of language “cannot be achieved by [linguistic] codes alone

very often, so speakers invite their addressees to infer various interpretations,

based on their explicit utterances.”
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