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Disclaimer

This is work in progress. It grew from e-mail dissions about a couple of particular examples with
the following people: Anna Graschenkova, Barbarag@aMarcin Morzycki, Meredith Landman,
Muffy Siegel, Rick Nouwen and Ora Matushansky. Mafsthe observations belong to them. All
mistakes are, of course, my own.

The construction

The construction we are concerned with is illusiaby the following examples from the web (as
well as by the title of the work):

(1) Matching shirt and hat is so McDonalds cheap, unfashionable)
(2) Buying DVDs is so 2004 out-of-date)
(3) Yeah, that is so Obamat ¢ool)

The characteristic properties of the constructi@n a) a noun phrase in the predicate positioa; b)
degree itemgo) in preposition to this NP.

Typically the position taken by an NP in (1-3)ilefl by a gradable adjective rather than a
noun. Near-synonymous substitutions that are givgrarentheses are also gradable adjectives. So
the question is what is going on in this constarct semantically and syntactically — that allows
nouns to occupy the position they are not supptsedcupy.

Background on degrees and gradability

The core assumptions shared by most analyses ddilgjtiy (e.g. Bartsch and Vennemann 1973;
Bierwisch 1989; Cresswell 1977; Heim 1985, 2000ijate1981; Kennedy 1999, 2007, Kennedy
and McNally 2005; Klein 1991; Rett 2008; Seuren3;9%n Stechow 1984), as formulated in
Kennedy 2007: 4 for adjectives:

a. Gradable adjectives map their arguments onto aftsgpresentations of measurement, or
DEGREES

b. A set of degrees totally ordered with respect tns®IMENSION (height, cost, etc.)
constitutes a SCALE.

A new semantic type ‘degrea)(is introduced along with individuals)( truth valuest], possible
worlds & orw), etc.
Various compositional implementations of this ciolea include different typing of the
gradable adjective:
* (d, (g t)) - relation between degrees and individuals (Sel®3; Cresswell 1977;
Bierwisch 1989; Klein 1991; Kennedy and McNally 330

(1) [[expensive]] =\d Ax. expensive() =d (= 12 Kennedy and McNally 2005)

* (g (d,t)) - relation between individuals and degrees (Self&4; Hellan 1981; Hoeksema
1983; von Stechow 1984; Heim 1985; Gawron 1995trRan 1995; Izvorski 1995; Heim
2000; Rett 2008):

(2) [[tall]] = Ax Ad. tall (x, d) (= 10a Rett 2008)
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* (e d) - measure function. E.gexpensives a function from the subset of the domain of
individuals that have some cost value to (positdegrees of cost (Bartsch and Vennemann
1972, 1973; Kennedy 1999, 2007)

See Kennedy 1999; Heim 2000; Meier 2003; BhattRaxcheva 2004; Neeleman, Van de Koot and
Doetjes 2004 for discussion of the issues at stakboosing between the approaches.

In any case, gradable adjectives are convertedojmepties of individuals by degree
morphology (nore less as, very, quite, rather, too, enough so, how, etc.) — referred to as ‘degree
guantifiers’ (Doetjes 1997; Heim 2006; Bhatt ana¢teeva 2004) or ‘degree modifiers’ (Paradis
1997; Kennedy and McNally 2005; Rett 2008), depegdin one’s views. Syntactically, gradable
adjectives project a Degree Phrase headed by degrgshology rather than an Adjective Phrase
(Abney 1987; Corver 1990; Grimshaw 1991; Kennedy9)9

An example of a DegP derivation:

) a. Chicago is larger than Rome. (= 4 Kennedy 2007)
b. DegP
Az.large(x) — large(Rome)

Deg’ PP
AyAx.large(x) > large(y) Rome
/\
than Rome

Deg
AgAyAx.g(x) = g(y) large

more large

It is usually assumed that unmodified AdjPs aslohn is tall’ actually contain a null degree
morphemepos(for POSITIVE FORM) relating the degree argumefihe adjective to an
appropriate standard of comparison (Bartsch andh®@ann 1972; von Stechow1984; Cresswell
1977; Bierwisch 1989; Kennedy 1999):

(4)  [[POS]] =M, pyAXTH [A(X)(d) A d > §] (= 3.4 Rett 2008)

Thus it has basically the same semantic functiadh@®vert degree morphology: it takes a gradable
adjective denotation and returns a property ofviddials (a set of individuals which afgto some

high degreeal — high relative to some standa)d For a type-shifting alternative to npibssee e.g.
Neelman, Van de Koot and Doetjes 2004).

Rotstein and Winter 2004 and Kennedy and McNal@32observe that the scales associated
with different gradable adjectives differ in struiet: they can have only a lower bound, only an
upper bound, be completely open or completely dosence the typology of scale structures,
whereR and A the ordering relation and dimension for the sa&spectively:

(5)  The typology of scale structures (= 23 Kennedy lsicNally 2005)
a. (Dp 1y R A) (TOTALLY) OPEN SCALE
b. (D, 1) R A) LOWER CLOSED SCALE
c. (Do, 13 R A) UPPER CLOSED SCALE
d. (Dp,13 R A) (TOTALLY) CLOSED SCALE
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(6) : | T (= Figure 3.1 Rett 2008)
4 8
SHEE 1 4 S
tall /short dirty clean opaque/
transparent
(7 Open scales (= 62-65 Kennedy 2007)

a. ??perfectly/??slightly {tall, deep, expensiuely}b. ??perfectly/??slightly {short,
shallow, inexpensive, unlikely}

(8) Lower closed scales
a. ??perfectly/slightly {bent, bumpy, dirty, wordie
b. perfectly/??slightly {straight, flat, clean, urnied}

(9) Upper closed scales
a. perfectly/??slightly {certain, safe, pure, aatef
b. ??perfectly/slightly {uncertain, dangerous, imgunaccurate}

(10) Closed scales
a. perfectly/slightly {full, open, opaque}
b. perfectly/slightly {empty, closed, transparent}
More upper closed scale modifieedasolutely completelytotally, perfectly 100%.
211% anton msall and horP1 on this view, corresgond to the same scale exoeplhe ordering:

tall: <D(o o) S, e|g short: (Do, ), 7,
Problem all this is about adjectlves but in (1-3) wersete have a gradable noun phrase!

Gradable nouns
No problem here: there are gradable nouns. ThaHatgradability is a property not just of
adjectives, but of nouns, verbs, adverbs and prgmas as well goes back to Sapir 1944. See also
Bolinger 1972; Doetjes 1997; Kennedy and McNall999Hay et al. 1999; Tsujimura 2001; Van
den Wyngaerd 2001; Paradis 2001; Wechsler 2005.

Morzycki to appear discusses gradable nouns (agshenon exemplified in 12) in detail:

(12) a. George is an enormous idiot. (= 1 Mokzye appear)
b. Gladys is a big beer-drinker.
c. Three huge goat-cheese enthusiasts were arguihg corner.
d. Most really colossal curling fans are diffictdtunderstand.

This is not a claim about size; rather, the nompratlicate is claimed to hold to a high degree. The
reading persists in comparativesywquestions antbo-constructions:

(13) a. Gladys is a bigger idiot than Floyd. 2(Morzycki to appear)
b. How big an idiot is Gladys?
c. Gladys is too big an idiot to talk to.

The degree reading of a size adjective seems tm&eailable in predicative positions:

(14) a. that big beer-drinker (= 5-6 Morzyakigppear)
b. *That beer-drinker is big.
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(15) a. George is an enormous idiot.
b. *George is an idiot, and he is enormous.

The size adjective supposedly occupies the Deg tiedadtomes with gradable nouns, i.e. nouns — at
least some of them — have degree arguments andatesbwith scales (an assumption in e.qg.
Matushansky 2001):

(16) /Dp\ (= 47 Mocky to appear)

|
Deg?\'ﬂ?\lp

blg Deg:'\'ﬂ :“-'

huge

enormotis Degrnom :

mammoth |
: NP

This analysis states two distinct Deg heads thgept different phrases: one is Redor gradable
nouns) and the other is Deffor gradable adjectives). They differ distribuiadly, and we can see
whether our construction patterns with gradablensotn fact, it does not; rather, it patterns with
Dega:

(17) a. George is a(n) {enormous/big/huge/slightbm*so/#pretty/*very/*so very/*rather}
idiot.
b. Matching shirt and hat is {*enormous/*big/*hutgight/*minor/so/pretty/very/so
very/rather} {McDonalds/cheap}.
c. How very {Obama/*idiot/cool/cheap}!

(18) a. *Those very 1994 shoes of yours are cregpueryone out.
b. Those shoes of yours are very 1994.

In short,McDonalds Obamaand1994are gradable adjectives, which is further supjpooiea
seemtest (see Kennedy and McNally 2005 and the wadddhere) and coordination with gradable
adjectives:

(19) He {is/seems/felt/became} so Obama!
(20) The martini always seems so James Bond, ex itSthe City,” so elegant.

The pattern in (19) is one of the tests for adyectess, and it also helps to differentiate betwben
construction we are discussing and a constructiangometimes looks similar but presumably has a
VP-modifyingso. Interestingly, it's only the proper names and dédidescription (i.e., type) that
pass the test:

(21) a. This {is/*seems} so a vegan brownie!
b. This {is/*seems} so professor.

! For a discussion of new and noncanonical uses sée a topic on Linguist Lishttp:/linguistlist.org/ask-
ling/message-details2.cfm?AsklinglD=200430661

4
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‘Gradable individuals’
We have arrived at a conclusion that a noun phoisgee somehow occupies a position of a
gradable adjective of tyge, d) (or(d, (e, t)), or{e, {d, t))). It might be a case of conventionalization
of a property being associated with an individuaheoded in the lexicon. l.dcDonaldsmight
get conventionally to mean ‘cheap’.

This is not the case though. One might get ariijgriong and unconventiona expressions
in this construction, which indicates that it iBv& shift in the conversation process:

(22) a. Thisis so[Madonna at Golden Globes (wdtenwon for Evita)]!
b. That's so Harvey! (both the speaker and thednesay, know Harvey to be charming but
ineffectual)
Importantly, the expressions need not functionrasdlipates that described the actual entity they
literally name (though they can — cf. 23a). In faleey can even not match in animacy (cf. 20 and
below):

(23) a. That was so Alice of Alice!
b. John’s article is so Einstein!

With this in mind we are ready to come up withratfattempt to sketch what is going on in these
examples semantically.

(24) The first attempt
» Familiar type-shift from individuals to sets of pegties of that individual (cf. Partee 1986)
AxAd tall (x,d)(John
AxAd. ,d)(Joh
John - AP[P(John)] smar(x,d)(John
AxAd.elegan{x,d)(John

» One contextually salient property gets picked ftomset:
AxAd tall (x,d)
AxAd.smart(x,d)
AxAd.elegantx, d)

- AxAd.smari(x,d)

« The individual-denoting NP gets interpreted asaperty-denoting adjective:
|Johrj = AxAd.smar(x,d)

Various questions immediately arise:

(25) Questions
1. How does one of the properties get picked?
2. What kinds of properties can get picked?
3. What types of scales get associated with the prgper

Good candidates for being picked are those pragsetiiat have the NP-denoted individual very high
on the scale associated with the property. At ltgse should be an inference that Harvey exceeds
some contextual standard of smartness and coustaas:

(26) #That's so Harvey! (meaning ‘smart’ and assunthe degree of Harvey’s smartness isn’t
particularly high)
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Intuitively, the property that gets picked from #et is prominent precisely because the individual
possesses it to a significantly high extent (dsnmart’ about Einstein), and probably to the highes
extent compared to all the other (conversatiorediyve) individuals, so that the individual thatge

mentioned serves as some kind of prototype or #nsamum of all other available candidates:

(27) His term paper is so Einstein!

The idea of an maximum, imposed on a scale byrith@idual, does get some support from degree
modifier distribution:

(28) a. Those shoes are {totally/absolutely} {199dan}.
b. That's totally {Einstein/accurate}!
c. 7??That’s totally/absolutely {old/smart}.

It might be that the scale structure of these didjes is like that of upper-closed scale adjectives
(certain, safe pure, accurate straight, flat, clean unworried:
(28) .

— Einstein s

anart Ei'nstein

The hypothesis is that there is a function takimgnaividual as its input, and returning a gradable
property such that the input individual has theéhg degree wrt this property compared to all other
(contextually salient) individuals. There mightgninciple be more than one such property for each
individual (one might be extraordinarily tall aslies extraordinarily good cook) — an element of
this set might be picked by some contextual prormiee

The side effect on the scale structure is thairttiridual sets an upper boundary on the
scale that acts as a degree standard. Thus theiaelfeinsteinis an upper-closed scale gradable
adjective, with Einstein as a maximal standardsnrartness.

Extreme adjectives
There are complications, though. Consider the Yahg examples:

(29) a. Those shoes are {downright/positively/gfin&iup} 1994!
b. These cookies are {flat-out/downright} St. Jb{®t. John being a good restaurant)
b. ??{downright/positively/straight-up} {safe/pgre

As far as degree modifiers distribution are conedyrindividuals pattern with extreme adjectives
rather than with upper-closed scale ones.

Extreme adjectives include, for example, the follw: fantastic, wonderful, fabulous,
gorgeous, resplendent, magnificent, glorious, suoystuspectacular, outstanding, tremendous,
huge, gigantic, ginormous

Extreme degree modifiersimply, just, positively, absolutely, flat-out/4oih, out-and-out,
downright, outright, straight-up, balls-out
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Moreover, this would help explain the fact thatiunduals are not that good in comparative
constructions (though not completely ungrammatical)

(30) ?Those shoes seem more 1994 than anydiually seen in 1994!
?She is more Audrey Hepburn than any of ths Hue met.

?His term paper isn’t as Einstein as | expeittedbe.

?Godzilla is more gigantic than Mothra. (= 10 Morzycki in print)
?Monkeys are less marvelous than ferrets.
?Everything is more scrumptious than natto.

(31)

O T OO0

Alarmingly, individuals in our construction can bwdified by very, cfvery 1994vs.*very
gigantic but it is not too big a problem — they might beritextual extreme adjective’ lik®illiant,
certain obviousetc., a class also described in Morzycki to appehich does make sense.

What does it mean to be an extreme adjective andchn Einstein become one?
(32) The speedometer metaphor and zones of indifference (= 1 Morzycki in print)

It ... extends beyond the highest marked speed, and
includes all speeds that are too fast for the spmeter to
register them—that is, all the speeds that arealieoff
the scale. The speedometer is not designed toglissh
among such speeds, and if asked, we would probably
report such a speed as ‘way too fast’ or with otherds to
this effect. (Morzycki in print: 2)

The account uses a contextual domain restrictioialvie C (von Fintel 1994) that was designed to
quantify over individuals and pick a contextual@fient subset:

(33) a. Everyonghad a good time.
b. Ox[[xOC & xis a person}- x had a good time]

The idea is that maybe there are contextual réstmithat restrict the domain degree® Than the
denotations for gradable adjectives will look ltkes:

(34) a. [pigc]] = AxAd. x O C & xis d-big (= 49 Morzycki in print)
b. [[gigantic]] = AxAd. d >max(C)& x is d-big (= 51 Morzycki in print)
Then Einstein in (27) can have interpretation althgglines of (35):

(35) [[Einsteif] = AxAd. d >max(C)& x is d-smart

l.e., the property of being smart to a degtdegher than any of the contextually salient degiafe
smartness.

In fact, the two readings (‘upper-closed scalel @axtreme’) are not that different, and both
of them are attested though people differ in pexfees. The difference between the readings
basically comes from location of the individual the relevant scale:

(36) ... boeee e P

Einstein Einstein



MOSS, Moscow October 11, 2009

‘Resemblance’ issues

Some of the English speakers | have consulted ribsgdmth likeThat's so McDonald’stan have
two readings: a. ‘very bad/cheap’; b. ‘resemble®lltald’s’ — some speakers believe them to be
distinct, though they of course do not exclude eztblar. It brings up the ‘resemblance’ issues.

One can notice that properties that are pickewh fitee individual’s set in this construction,
are often hard to capture and formulate. Say, vamenuttersThat’'s so Harvey!Harvey being
extraordinarily charming, we easily come up with ftale for charm. But if we know Harvey as
both charming and very ineffectual, what wostHarveymean? It's not the case that we
obligatorily have to choose one of these properiirefact, we can refer to their combination. It is
not a convention though to have a single scal&f@mrming+ineffectual’ and those are thought to
be two distinct properties. Or is it just becausglish doesn’t have a single adjective for that?

Furthermore, irHer hair is so Madonna at Golden Globi#® set of properties might be
rather big and hard to pin down: length, curlineséor, shape, etc.

It suggests that at least for some subtype ofdimstruction one needs a resemblance
measure between individuals. We try to sketchliwe

37
37 10 McDonalds
X Ty
- X
Q —>
—>
McDonalds LN
y
O O [
0 P 1 |

We can try to look at this geometrically. Suppdssrée is some subset of the set of individual’s
properties that serve as parameters of comparscaltulate the resemblance measure. The number
of these properties determines the number of dirmegssn properties space. So each individual has
a corresponding point/vector in this space thdetermined by the degrees of the individual wrt the
scales of the space. As soon as we are in vecioesp/e can use traditional machinery for
measuring distances between vectors (sasing. They can than be mapped to a scale that would
order individuals by the proximity measure, i.esemblance’ wrt the target individual — the higher
on the scale, the closer to the target. The regu#icale is upper-closed!

One of the possible ways to look at the upper-dtesdreme variation: when there is a
single property picked, extreme reading is possibtaerwise it's not.

One of the possible restrictions on target veétahould be rather long (cf. 26).

Update form October 11 One more hypothesis about the origins of extranteresemblance
readings: it might be the case that for an extrezading to arise, the lengtti vectors should be
mapped to degrees on corresponding scale; foreantdance reading, some distameeasure (say,
cosing should be mapped to degrees on corresponding. Sdanks everyone for enlightening
comments!

Conclusion
None yet.
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