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ABSTRACT

INTENSIFICATION AND ATTENUATION ACROSS CATEGORIES
By

Curtis Anderson

This dissertation examines the syntax and semantics of intensification and attenuation in English
through four cases studies. These case studies provide a way of addressing two questions on the
nature of intensification and attenuation. First, what components can intensification and attenuation
be decomposed into, and are these components shared across various constructions? Second, can
instances of intensification and attenuation be unified under one theoretical framework, or are
intensification and attenuation broad terms for disparate phenomena?

Chapter 2 focuses on the modifiers sorta and kinda. These modifiers are of interest due to their
cross-categorial nature, being able to modify noun phrases, verb phrases, and adjective phrases.
When composed with a gradable category, such as a gradable adjective (e.g., sorta tall), these degree
words weaken entailments to the standard. When used with a non-gradable category (e.g., sorta
swim), they weaken the conditions when the non-gradable category can be used, allowing it to
be used imprecisely. I adapt the framework in Morzycki 2011, supposing that natural language
expressions have flexible denotations corresponding to pragmatic halos, in the sense of Lasersohn
(1999). These halos are linked to a degree of precision on the interpretation function. Typeshifting
mechanisms allow this degree of precision to be accessed through grammatical meanings, coercing
predicates from being non-gradable into gradable, with the degree of precision providing the scale
along which to grade the predicate.

The analysis of sorta in chapter 2 is extended to very in chapter 3. Canonically, when very is
used with a gradable adjective, it asserts that the adjective holds to a high degree. However, there
exist other cases where very is used with a nominal, such as in the very center of the Earth and [
spoke with this very person, as well as with ordinals (the very first person in line). I argue that these

are imprecision-related uses of very, and that, like with sorta/kinda, an implicit typeshift is used to



convert these noun phrase into predicates that are graded by their degree of precision. In keeping
with its use in the adjectival domain, very also asserts that these predicates are to hold to a high
degree—in this case, a high degree of precision.

In chapter 4, I examine the use of some as a numeral modifier, as in twenty-some people were at
the party. These cases commit the speaker to ignorance about which particular number satisfies a
claim. Moreover, these examples have both a lower bound, coming from the modified numeral and
an upper bound due to the syntax of the numeral. I build a syntax for these constructions, and adapt
Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito’s 2010 analysis of algiin in order to show how the ignorance
effect is derived from presuppositions on some.

Finally, chapter 5 focuses on some in a type of exclamative construction using the determiner
some. These are examples such as John is some lawyer!. 1 show that these some-exclamatives are
constrained in that the noun phrase that some combines with must be able to be construed so that
subkinds can be associated with it. In analyzing these exclamatives, I adopt a question-theory of
exclamatives in the style of Zanuttini & Portner (2003), where exclamatives underlyingly make use
of an alternative semantics in the style of Hamblin 1973. The existence of exclamatives being built
from an indefinite such as some provides additional support for exclamatives more generally being
an alternative-sensitive construction.

These case studies shed light on various components that underly intensification and attenuation.
First, chapters 2 and 3 show how imprecision and slack regulation can be modeled using a degree
semantics, as well as a special typeshifting mechanism that transforms non-gradable predicates into
gradable predicates by grading them based on precision. Chapter 4 shows how properties of the
epistemic determiner some are used in generating ignorance effects with numerals and building
approximate meanings. Finally, chapter 5 shows how speakers exclaim about kinds and subkinds,
and how exclamative constructions depend on alternative-generating constituents (whether they
are questions or indefinites). The variety of analytical tools used suggests that intensification and

attenuation are not primitive theoretical notions and should not be unified.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Gradability in interpretation

In teaching semantics at the introductory level, the sentences that are used are often fairly unin-
teresting sentences with relatively crisp truth conditions, such as John ate an apple (true just in
case John ate an apple) or Mary is female (true just in case Mary is in the set of females). Lurking
around the corner, and carefully hidden from students (at least for a little while), are the sentences
where it is less clear as to how to state their truth conditions, sentences like John is very tall and It
is about 3pm. What does it mean to be very tall, when both Shaq and the Empire State Building
are very tall? How is about 3pm different from 3pm—is it about 3pm if it’s 2:57? These kinds of
sentences show how sentences can not only have truth conditions that appear quite definitive, but
also truth conditions that are vague in particular ways.

But, making reference to how those sentences are vague still does not capture the senses
associated with them. When considering very tall, for instance, we have not only the sense that very
tall is hard to pin down, that it is vague, but that it is also much stronger to call someone very tall
compared to tall. And, on the other side of this, when thinking about about 3pm, we have the sense
that about 3pm is a weaker statement about the time of day that 3pm.

This dissertation is about the intuition that certain lexical items strengthen or weaken the force
of an utterance, that some lexical items are intensifiers and others are attenuators. Assigning labels
to particular linguistic forms and constructions is not a theory, though, of course. In this dissertation,
what I am attempting to do is better understand particular cases of intensification and attenuation
across various linguistic categories. By understanding these particular cases of intensification and
attenuation, we can learn more about how these manifest in natural language more generally.

In the next sections, I provide some additional examples of intensification and attenuation in



English. The examples provided represent categories of phenomena where they broadly fit into the

picture of either intensifying or attenuating meaning.

1.2 Intensification

1.2.1 Gradability and intensifiers

Certain linguistic expressions are gradable, in that they do not simply hold or not hold of an
individual, but that they can hold to degrees. The canonical examples of this in many natural
languages are gradable adjectives such as rall. As examples like those in (1) and (2) show, an
adjective such as rall not only holds of an individual simpliciter, but that two individuals can be

compared by their degree of height.

(1) John is tall.

2) John is taller than Mary.

Gradable expressions can often be intensified using certain modifiers like very and quite, too. When
these modifiers combine with a gradable predicate like zall, the interpretation is that fall not only

holds of the subject, but also that the degree of tallness is quite high on the scale of tallness.

(3)  John is quite/very tall.

These kinds of examples have been important in the study of gradability and vagueness due to the
sense that the gradability is arising from the adjective itself. When we claim that someone is very
tall, very is intensifying along a scale that is built into the adjective. In understanding intensification,
this fact is important in that suggests that some categories in natural language can be inherently
intensified. But, the question this raises is what categories allow for this inherent intensification,

and what are the grammatical means for accomplishing this?



1.2.2 Exclamatives

Exclamatives provide another environment where intensification is exhibited. Examples of exclama-
tives include wh-exclamatives in (4), where the defining feature is the use of a wh-word, as well as

nominal exclamatives like those in (5).

@ a.  What delicious pies John baked!

b.  What a big crowd it was!

5) a. The things he eats!

b.  The strange things he says!

Exclamatives provide for another clear case of intensification, in that the natural interpretation for
them is one where the exclamative is exclaiming about a high degree of some property. For instance,
(4a) naturally exclaims that the pies that John bakes are quite high on a scale of deliciousness. In

order to better understand intensification as a phenomenon, exclamatives are a useful area of inquiry.

1.2.3 Increased precision

Lasersohn (1999) notes that linguistic expressions often allow for an amount of imprecision or
pragmatic slack to be afforded to them. For instance, a sentence such as that in (8a) allows for a few
exceptions in a normal discourse (e.g., we’re free to overlook a couple nightowls in the town), and

similarly for (8b), which allows John to not have arrived at precisely 3pm.

(6) a. The townspeople are asleep.

b.  John arrived at 3pm.

However, certain words and phrases reduce our tolerance for loose talk. An example of this is as in
(9a), where the use of all allows for fewer or even no exceptions to the claim that the townspeople
are asleep. And, in (9b), the use of precisely makes us be much more exactly about the precise time

that John arrived.



@) a.  All the townspeople are asleep.

b.  John arrived at precisely 3pm.

Cases like this provide another kind of case where natural language allows speakers to intensify the
meaning of a linguistic expression. However, the way that this intensification operates is intuitively
quite different than how the intensification we can find in very tall works; where very tall grades
over a scale that is inherent to the expression (e.g., the tallness scale contributed by tall), increases
of precision do not operate on a scale inherent to the expression being modified. Precisely 3pm is
not somehow more 3pm than about 3pm or even 3pm, whatever that would mean, but it is about the
choice of words used itself. The scale of precision is a scale that is about the aptness of particular

words in context.

1.3 Attenuation

1.3.1 Approximation and slack regulation

Section 1.2.3 notes how imprecision and slack regulation can be viewed as a form of intensification
in some situations, where the slack regulating lexical item in a sense intensifies the meaning of the
expression by requiring it to be interpreted more strictly. However, there are also cases where slack
regulation can go the other direction as well, in allowing for interpretations that are looser rather
than stricter.

For instance, well-known cases where looser (rather than stricter) meanings are constructed can
be found in Lakoff 1973. Lakoff gathers a dizzying array of examples of hedging (and intensification)

in English, with a few examples in (8).

(8) a. A chicken is sort of a bird.
b. In a manner of speaking, a bat is a bird.

c. Loosely speaking, a whale is a fish.



In these examples, the speaker is speaking ‘loosely’—that is, the speaker is using modifiers in such
a way so the predication expressed in the sentence will be true, or at least true enough; the kind of
system that Lakoff envisions is a system using fuzzy logic, a type of many-valued logic (Zadeh,
1965). In classical Boolean logic, there are two truth values, corresponding to truth or falsity. In
fuzzy logic, truth comes in a continuum, as a real number between O and 1. As shown by Fine
(1975); Kamp (1975), though, fuzzy logic is inadequate to account for some inference patterns in
natural language, leading largely to its abandonment in formal semantics.

Cases of the kind discussed by Lakoff are of interest for this study in that they are a relatively
clear case of attenuated meaning. Quite intuitively, the meanings in (8) are weakened in some
way. This first raises the issue of how attenuation can occur in the first place—what kind of logical
representation might we need to support a weakening of meaning in this way? But, the bigger
question that these cases raise is what their connection to cases of increased precision in section
1.2.3 is: are these two sides of the same coin, or are they really quite different in terms of their

logical representation?

1.3.2 Epistemic indefinites

Epistemic indefinites are indefinites that convey ignorance on the part of the speaker as to the partic-
ular referent of some nominal expression. They are quite robustly attested cross-linguistically with
examples in English (some), German (irgendein), Spanish (algiin), Romanian (vreun), Hungarian
(vagy), and Japanese (the WH-ka series of pronouns), to name a few.

To illustrate with an example from English, consider some, which implicates that the speaker
doesn’t know the precise identity of the person being referred to. The examples in (9) and (10)
below demonstrate this. While person B cannot ask the question about who was shot in the exchange
in (9), due to person A having used some, this is allowed in (10), due to the indefinite a being

compatible with knowledge on the part of the speaker.



9 A: Some cabinet minister has been shot!

B: #Who?
(10) A: A cabinet minister has been shot!
B: Who?

Epistemic indefinites such as some provide another case where language is able to attenuate
meanings. Here, the attenuation comes in the form of being to identify the referent of the indefinite

noun phrase, which is a weaker claim than identifying the referent.

1.4 This dissertation

1.4.1 The connection between intensification and attenuation

What is not clear from the overview in the previous section of different domains of intensification
and attenuation is whether the two should be treated in similar sorts of ways. Drilling into the
issue further, it’s also not clear to what extent the types of phenomenon we might want to call
intensification can be unified using one sort of semantic analysis. This holds likewise for attenuation.

In my dissertation, I look at intensification and attenuation in three domains: imprecision,
approximation, and exclamatives. My answer to this question is that there is no unification, that the
expression of intensification and attenuation vary across categories. With respect to imprecision, I
show how intensification and attenuation can be linked together through a degree semantics. For
approximation and exclamatives, however, no degree semantics will be used. The phenomena in
these domains, instead, structure sets of alternatives in particular ways. An overview of the chapters

is given in the next few sections.

1.4.2 Imprecision

In chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation, I look at imprecision in two contexts. The first context is

with the modifiers sorta and kinda. These modifiers can attach to gradable adjectives, as in (11),



where I argue they do the opposite of the pos morpheme and quantify over degrees that are lower
than the contextually supplied standard. Reinforcing the idea that sorta and kinda are targeting
degrees that are part of the argument structure of the predicate is that they can modify gradable

verbs as well, asin (11).

(11 a. John is sorta tall.

b. The coffee is kinda hot.
(12) He kinda loves her.

When these modifiers are used with non-gradable properties, they serve to quantify over degrees
that are lower than the contextually supplied standard. Someone who is sorta tall, for instance,
does not quite meet the standard for tallness, but may come close to doing so. As these predicates
inherently provide for scales (tallness, heat, and love, respectively), the use of sorta and kinda in
these examples serves to show how attenuation can occur with predicates that lexically encode
scales.

However, sorta and kinda do not only operate over lexically specified scales. When used with
non-gradable predicates, such as in the examples in (13), the scale that is used is best characterized as
one of aptness in the particular context. (13a), for example, specifies that it might not be completely
apt to describe what happened as kicking the ground, and that some conceptually close meaning

should be used instead.

(13) a. I sorta kicked the ground.
‘I did something like kicking the ground.’
b. He sorta swam over to the boat.

‘He did something that was like swimming over to the boat.’

In chapter 2, the way that I will cash this out will be in terms of precision. I adopt a model where
pragmatic halos (in the sense of Lasersohn (1999)) are available in the compositional semantics,

and the lexical items sorta and kinda are used to expand the halo associated with the expression they



modify. The central question in the chapter is how these can act both as degree words (and attenuate
along inherent scales) and also as slack regulators (attenuating through expanding a pragmatic halo).
The model I build uses degrees in both cases, but lexically specified degree arguments for the former
case and degrees corresponding to precision in the latter.

Chapter 3 expands on this to include cases of intensification using very. Canonically, very
modifies gradable adjectives, but in some cases it seems to modify a nominal element. Examples
of this are in (14), where very serves to increase the precision to which the modified element is

interpreted, narrowing a pragmatic halo.

(14) a. the very center of the Earth

b. the very spot where Lincoln stood
c. the very beginning of the line
d. the very front at the concert

Expanding the system in this way shows that, at least in the case of intensification and attenuation

when they are working over a scale of precision, they can profitably be thought of in similar terms.

1.4.3 Approximation and some

Chapter 4 of this dissertation looks at the use of some as an approximator for numerals. Some

examples of this are in (15), where the numerals modified by some have the glossed interpretation.

(15) a. There were twenty-some people at the party.
‘There were between 21 and 29 people at the party.’
b.  His forty-some years of experience were devoted to human resources.

‘He had between forty-one and forty-nine years of experience in human resources.’

These examples prove interesting for the study of attenuation in that they show a connection
between attenuation in two different domains: the domain of epistemic indefinites, and the domain

of approximatives. What I show in this chapter is how an approximative interpretation can be



formed from the epistemic indefinite some. In my analysis, some combines with a covert numeral, in
order to essentially create an indefinite numeral. Crucial here are the epistemic indefinite properties
of some, which force the speaker to not be able to commit to a particular number. This chapter

shows how attenuation with respect to approximatives can be generated.

1.4.4 Exclamatives

Finally, this dissertation also takes a look at lesser-studied exclamatives using the determiner some

in chapter 5, as in the examples in (16).

(16) a. John is some lawyer!

b. Mary is some friend!

What makes these exclamatives particularly curious is their use of some, which is known to be an
epistemic indefinite. Other indefinites do not participate in creating exclamatives so easily, as might
be shown by the lack of a(n)exclamatives in (17). These still cannot be rescued by copying the

intonational contour that’s present on the some-exclamatives in (16).

17 a. #This is a delicious dessert!

b. #Mary is a lawyer!

Clearly, what is crucial in building the exclamative meaning in these examples is specific properties
of the determiner some that make it contrast with a(n). In short, it seems to be a property of the
epistemic indefinite nature of some that it can be used to build exclamative meanings. Paradoxically,
it’s the nature of some as an attenuator that allows it to also be used as an exclamative. In chapter
5, I provide an analysis of some-exclamatives that explains how this is so. Some is analyzed as
obligatorily generating a non-singleton set of propositions (in contrast with a(n)), and it will be
the non-singleton nature of the this set that allows some-exclamatives to be possible. The chapter
additionally argues for a view where kinds (and not degrees, contra other theories of exclamative

such as Rett 2011) are implicated in the meaning of some-exclamatives. This provides a case study



in how intensification can occur without degrees, and how the grammatical machinery used in

epistemic indefinites for attenuation can also play a role in intensification.

1.5 Decomposition and unification

As a major theme, this dissertation concerns itself with how intensification and attenuation can be
decomposed. In other words, what are more basic semantic components that go into constructing
intensification and attenuation? Are these components the same across all intensifiers, or are there a
wide variety of pieces that can go into building them?

This work splits intensification and attenuation into various components. One main focus here
will be on how degrees can be used to intensify and attenuate meanings. Degrees provide for
an intuitive way of representing measurement along some scale, where a degree is an abstract
variable that encodes an individual’s particular measurement along some scale of measurement
(such as a height scale). Degrees are quite familiar from the semantics of gradable adjectives, where
gradable adjectives have been argued to either have degree arguments (as verbs have arguments for
individuals) (Cresswell, 1976; von Stechow, 1984; Bierwisch, 1989) or to denote measure functions
from individuals to degrees (Kennedy, 1999), as well as from work on comparatives and superlatives.
Degrees present one component that is used independently in other domains of the grammar.

A second important piece of the decomposition that is made more extensive use of in chapter 5
(and implicit in the discussion in chapter 4) is alternatives. The notion of alternatives is found in
Hamblin’s 1973 analysis of questions. Although a statement denotes a proposition, it’s clear that
questions do not denote propositions, as questions do not have truth values associated with them.
Hamblin instead analyzes questions as denoting sets of propositions, propositions that correspond to
possible answers to the question. More recently, alternatives have been implicated in other domains
of the grammar as well, such as in the semantics of indefinites (Kratzer & Shimoyama, 2002).
Proposals such as Gutiérrez-Rexach 1996 and Zanuttini & Portner 2003 also argue for an extensive

role for alternatives in the semantics of exclamative constructions.
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Finally, chapter 5 uses tools from the study of kinds in order to analyze some-exclamatives such
as John is some lawyer!. Kinds, at least to a first approximation, correspond to the intuitive notion
of a genus, the concept of certain individuals forming a class of individuals. For instance, potato in

the sentences in (18) refers to the kind potato, and not to individual potatoes.

(18) a. The potato was first cultivated in South America.
b.  Potatoes were introduced into Ireland by the end of the 17th century.
c.  The Irish economy became dependent upon the potato.

(Krifka et al., 1995)

More generally, though, we can take kinds to correspond not just to natural kinds such as potato,
but to groups of individuals that share certain regular properties. Nouns such as lawyer and teacher,
for instance, would make reference to these sorts of kinds. Kinds can also have subkinds associated
with them as well. There are subkinds of potatoes, such as Russets and Yukon gold potatoes, as well
as subkinds of lawyers such as divorce lawyers and bankruptcy lawyers. Subkinds also form kinds
in that they also have regular properties associated with them. Kinds are independently motivated
as part of the linguistic system by work such as Carlson 1977 and Chierchia 1998.1

These components are used to build the semantics and pragmatics of intensification and attenua-
tion for the constructions examined in this dissertation, although not all constructions will make
use of all of these components. This raises questions related to the second major theme of this
dissertation, namely how much (or how little) we should attempt to unify instances of intensification
and attenuation. Broadly speaking, intensification and attenuation provide intuitive pre-theoretical
categories for unification—there is a category of constructions dealing with making utterances
stronger, and a category of constructions dealing with making utterances weaker. Given that we can
plainly see that these exist at the level of description, we might ask if all instances of intensification
and attenuation can be unified. The answer to this is that unification does not seem to be possible

at the highest levels. Intensification and attenuation are not unified notions, as will be seen later

1And see Krifka et al. 1995 for an overview.
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on (and as the list of components earlier in this chapter might suggest), but are simply broad terms
for certain types of phenomenon. Although I will claim that unification is impossible, broadly
speaking, decomposing intensification and attenuation as I do here provides support for more limited

unification of certain domains.

1.6 Co-opting mechanisms

Lastly, another major theme of this work is the cross-categorial nature of particular words and
morphemes, and how some lexical items seem to be co-opted in order to express meanings that
they might not have originally been intended to express. This is a concept that is separate from that
of grammaticalization, the process whereby the grammatical function of words and morphemes
changes over time, or where lexical items can have their syntax and semantics shifted in order to
cover certain grammatical properties. Rather, the process that I am describing here is not one where
the lexical items grammaticalize and are used in a new environment, but one where the lexical
items, by virtue of the sort of syntax and semantics they already have, can be used in a variety of
grammatical roles.

The best example of this in this dissertation is some. As an epistemic indefinite, some is used to
express ignorance as to the particular identity of some individual. But, as I show in later chapters,
some has uses that fall outside of its normal use of an epistemic indefinite. In chapter 4, I show
how some can be used to generate approximate meanings when it is used with other number words.
Although the use of approximation with some seems to be clearly related to its use as an epistemic
indefinite, in that they are both attenuated meanings and express some weakened commitment on
the part of the speaker, it is not otherwise completely obvious how to derive the approximative
meaning from the other. The chapter articulates a way of thinking about that connection.

Moreover, the use of some in some-exclamatives in chapter 5 also shows another way in which
some can be co-opted in order to express a type of meaning it might not primarily be used to

express. The key conceptual issue with some being used in some-exclamatives is that, although
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some falls on the side of being an attenuator when used canonically, its use in some-exclamatives
shows how it can take part in expressing intensified meanings as well. In that chapter, I show how
the attentuation inherent to some is important in building up the meaning of some-exclamatives.
Again, this chapter recalls the theme that, although linguistic expressions may have canonical uses
to them, the grammar can borrow expressions with the right logical properties in order to use them

to express kinds of meanings that they would not otherwise express.

1.7 Structure of the dissertation

The individual chapters of this work are as follows. Chapter 2 examines the syntax and semantics
of sorta and kinda, providing a framework to show how they can increase imprecision when used
with non-gradable predicates. Chapter 3 extends this same framework to cases where very can also
be used to increase precision. Chapter 4 looks at the use of what I call NumSome, cases where
some can be used to modify numerals and implicate ignorance on the part of the speaker. Finally,
chapter 5 examines an exclamative construction using some, showing how it relates to other, more
canonical exclamatives.

For the most part, these chapters can be read sequentially or individually. Read sequentially,
these chapters provide a sense of what the components underlying intensification and attenuation
are, and how these notions might be unified (or not). Chapter 6 expands on that theme. However,
chapters can be read individually as well, for readers that are interested in particular topic areas.
For readers interested in imprecision and vagueness, chapters 2 and 3 should be read together,
along with section 6.2, where I have additional thoughts on whether PREC is a typeshift. Readers
interested in numerals, epistemic indefinites, or approximation can proceed to chapter 4 without any
loss of clarity. And, any readers interested in exclamative constructions can read chapter 5 without

having read previous chapters.
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CHAPTER 2

SLACK REGULATION USING SORTA

2.1 Introduction

Modifiers that attenuate meanings, such as sorta, kinda, more or less, and somewhat (to name a
few) are a pervasive aspect of language, providing a link between semantics and pragmatics, with a
foot anchored securely in each domain. Although the target of early forays into formal semantics
(Lakoff, 1973), hedges have been studied much less compared to other phenomena that cut across
semantics and pragmatics, such as polarity items (?Fauconnier, 1975, and others). This chapter
presents a case study on sorta (and its sibling kinda) with the intent of making clear some of its
lexical semantic properties. Chief among the properties studied will be its cross-categorial nature
and how it can modify adjectives as well as verbs, as in (1) and (2), respectively, and even in some

cases nouns, as in (3).

(1) a. It’s sorta hard to explain.
b. alot of young people think their parents are starting to seem, you know, sorta old and
over the hill...!

c. Gasis sorta expensive.2

2) a. ButIcan’t see how that Diaz just sorta evaporated, like some kid’s bad dream.’

b. ...running on concrete and accidentally sorta kicked the ground.4

3) a. asorta fairytaleS

1Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) (Davies, 2008)

2http ://www.tripful . com/q/v/257295/1i_want_to_move_to_south_nm_or_az_advice_please
3coca

4http ://wuw.kongregate.com/forums/2/topics/970927page=2

STori Amos, “A Sorta Fairytale.” Epic/Sony BMG. (song lyrics)
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b. I may be your sorta mom now and I’m practically a child myself.6

Also of interest in this study will be the source of the gradability for various predicates, and why
sorta has the effect of making verbs and nouns conceptually gradable.

This has broader reaching consequences than simply the lexical semantics of sorta. 1 argue
that there are at least two sources of gradability that sorta diagnoses: the inherent gradability of
scalar adjectives such as rall, but also coerced gradability derived from sets of alternatives modeling
Lasersohnian pragmatic halos. This has the further consequence of making pragmatic halos part
of the compositional semantics, a move that follows (Morzycki, 2011). The central claim of the
chapter will be that sorfa operates as a degree word, but in constructions without a lexicalized
degree argument, a typeshift occurs that bestows a degree argument upon a non-gradable predicate.
The role of this typeshift is to build a new scale where no scale existed previously.

First, a note on conventions: throughout the chapter, I use sorta to refer to the adverbial element
in examples (1)—(3) above. I write this element as sorta rather than sort of in order to emphasize
its difference from the noun sort (i.e., a sort of dog). Sorta is often reduced in speech, which the
writing is also meant to reflect, but there may be cases where I have written sorta but it is not
reducible for typical American English speakers. Finally, I take sorta to be equivalent to kinda (kind
of , more standardly written); insofar as I can tell, there is no semantic difference between the two.
Some speakers do prefer kinda over sorta, for seemingly apparent stylistic reasons, so for examples

where sorta is used, kinda can be substituted for those speakers.

2.2 Sorta with gradable and non-gradable predicates

2.2.1 Sorta and adjectives

Sorta readily appears with gradable adjectives, and is able to combine with adjectives in the positive

as in (4), as well as the comparative in (5), and constructions involving too and enough as in

6Modern Family, “The Future Dunphys.” ABC. (from a TV show)
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examples (6a) and (6b). In this way, sorta looks like a degree word like very or slightly, which can

also appear in many of these same environments.

@ a. Bill is sorta tall.

b.  Gas is sorta expensive.

5) a.  She’s sorta more intelligent than he is.

b.  After losing a lot of weight I do feel sorta taller.’

(6) a. I would cry but I’'m sorta too angry. 8

b.  They are sorta old enough to appreciate it. 9

If sorta is a degree word, we might also expect it to be an answer to how-questions, as very and

slightly can. Example (8) shows that this is in fact possible.

@) a. How tall is Bill? Very tall.

b. How wet is the sponge? Slightly wet.
8 How tall is your friend Bill? Sorta tall.

The natural interpretation of sorta here also suggests that it is degree-related. For instance, example
(4a) claims that the individual Bill falls along the tallness scale, a meaning which is comparable to
the sense of another degree word like very. The interpretation also makes reference to a contextually
defined standard; sort of tall intuitively asserts that an individual holds a degree of height close to
the standard for being tall. Again, this is comparable to a degree word like very, which asserts that
an individual holds a height far above the standard.

However, sorta differs from other degree words in being able to combine with non-gradable

predicates as well, as in (9).

7h‘l:tp ://facepunch.com/showthread.php?t=1180165
8http ://firewifeelly.com/2011/02/19/i-would-cry-but-im-sorta-too-angry/
9h‘ctp ://westcoastmuthas.com/2013/07/29/are-we-there-yet/
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) a. I’ve been sorta pregnant four times. Being sorta pregnant sorta sucks. It’s like you're
late, you test early, you see two lines, you go for a blood test, you’re pregnant, and then
it’s JUST KIDDING!'?

b. It’s sad [Chinese river dolphins] are (sorta) extinct. They’re such cool critters.!!

What’s important to note is that sorta loses its degree sense. (9a) doesn’t assert a degree along a
scale of pregnancy (because there is no scale), but involves a shift in meaning, one from actual
pregnancy to passing the test for pregnancy. This shift in meaning can be aptly paraphrased with an
approximative such as close fo or like, and the approximative asserting closeness to the ‘normal’
meaning of the word: being sorta pregnant is like being pregnant in passing certain tests for
pregnancy, while being sorta extinct is being very close to being extinct.

Also supporting the idea that sorta is degree-related is that it participates in forming scales with

other degree words. Intuitively, sorta is the weaker member of the scale (sorta, very).
(10) He isn’t just sorta tall, he’s very tall.

Summarizing, sorta has a clear degree use with gradable adjectives, but can be used with
non-gradable adjectives as well. When used with non-gradable adjectives, sorta-modified predicates

undergo a meaning shift towards something approximating the modified predicate.

2.2.2 Sorta and other non-gradable predicates

Sorta can combine with other non-gradable predicates as well. Chief among these are verbs, but for
some speakers, nouns are possible as well. Like cases involving non-gradable adjectives, sorta with
a verb also involves a meaning shift and can be paraphrased with an approximative. The role of

sorta here is to assert some conceptual closeness to what is being modified.

1Ohttp ://stowedstuff.com/2012/12/sorta-pregnant.html
1 http://clockworkstamps.deviantart.com/art/Baiji-151769205
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(11) a. I sorta kicked the ground.
‘I did something like kicking the ground.’
b. He sorta swam over to the boat.

‘He did something that was like swimming over to the boat.’

The use of sorta with nouns differs from the nominal sort, as demonstrated with the contrasts in
(12) and (13).12 A sort of fairytale is a type of fairytale, but a sorta fairytale can be taken to mean
something that is only like a fairytale in some respect. Similarly, although a Porsche is a sort of car,

it most definitely is not a sorta car.

(12) a. asort of fairytale
‘a type of fairytale’
b. asorta fairytale

‘almost but not a fairytale’

(13) a. A Porsche is a sort of car.

b. *A Porsche is a sorta car.

Important to point out is that sorta weakens the entailments of what it modifies; there is no entailment
from sorta V to V, where V is a verb. Trying to force a contradiction shows that sorta is able to
weaken the entailments of the verb phrase (Bolinger, 1972). This shows that there are semantic,

truth-conditional consequences involved with this modifier.

(14) a. He swam over to the boat. *That is to say, he didn’t really swim.

b.  He sorta swam over to the boat. That is to say, he didn’t really swim.

(15) a.  He kicked the ball. *That is to say, he didn’t really kick it.

b.  He sorta kicked the ball. That is to say, he didn’t really kick it.

Finally, sorta with non-gradable predicates has the intuitive feeling of gradability. Constructions

1250me speakers have trouble with sorta as a noun modifier.
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with sorta involve locating two predicates (sorta V and V) along a scale of resemblance, with one
predicate holding a lesser degree of resemblance to the other. This is a derived notion of gradability.
The gradability involved here with non-gradable predicates isn’t inherent to the lexical item itself

(as it is with a gradable predicate such as tall), but rather is external to the predicate.

2.2.3 Sorta can affect nouns

Sorta is able to modify verb phrases headed by most types of verbs. For many verbs, the behavior
of sorta mirrors the behavior in (15b) above, where sorta hedges the verb. For some verbs, however,
a second reading arises where sorta can hedge not just the verb but also its direct object. Some
verbs that can do this easily include some intensional transitive verbs (such as look for), as well as
creation verbs (build), depiction verbs (draw, paint), and performance verbs (sing). To illustrate, in
(16) below, the sentence is ambiguous between two readings: one reading where the verb is hedged,
but also one reading where the direct object of the verb is hedged. (17) demonstrates the same

phenomenon with a depiction verb, and (18) with look for.

(16) The carpenter sorta built a barn.

a. The carpenter did something that was like building a barn (e.g., putting together a
prefabricated structure).

b.  The carpenter built something like a barn (e.g., a shed).

17 The boy sorta drew a house.

a. The boy did something like drawing a house (e.g., connected the dots in a picture).

b.  The boy drew something that was like a house.

(18) I’m sorta looking for a horse.

a. ’m only half-heartedly looking for a horse.

b. I'm looking for something like a horse.

With more difficulty for some speakers, other verbs can allow their verbs to be hedged as well. For
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example, (19a) has a reading where something like a cookie was eaten (say, a biscuit) and (19b)
has a reading where something similar to a car was purchased (say, a station wagon, in a situation

where what is important is having a lot of space for hauling things).

(19) a. I sorta ate a cookie.

b.  He sorta bought a truck.

Indirect objects can be targeted by sorta as well: in a situation where I am talking with writer friends
about where things we have written are being submitted, (20) can be felicitously uttered. And in
(21), if the speaker is chatting with others about meeting their spouses at parties, the indefinite
inside the prepositional phrase adjunct can also be targeted by sorta. Generally speaking, the

compositional system seems to freely allow sorta access to indefinite noun phrases inside the VP.

(20) I sorta submitted an article to a magazine — except it wasn’t really a magazine, but a

journal.

(21) I sorta met my spouse at a party, too — it was really a conference dinner rather than a party,
but it had an informal atmosphere.

(cf. *I met my spouse at a party, too — it was really a conference dinner)

A matter worth reflecting on for this puzzle is how sorta can affect a direct object at all. Given
standard syntactic assumptions, sorta and the direct object never form a constituent, and in fact,

sorta directly modifying a DP is quite unacceptable (22).

(22) a. *I saw sorta a bird.
b. *She ate sorta a cracker.

c. Sorta a truck is what I am looking to buy.

Under common assumptions about compositionality, it should be a bit of a mystery about how sorta

can affect the interpretation of an NP when it doesn’t form a syntactic constituent with it.
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2.2.4 Sorta is not almost

Our first course of action might be to treat sorta as just a variation on almost, as they both have an
approximative interpretation and both are cross-categorial modifiers. However, these two modifiers
have different restrictions on what they can felicitously combine with. First, sorta is acceptable with
relative adjectives, but almost is marginal or unacceptable with relative adjectives. Unlike almost,

sorta does not seem to be endpoint oriented when used as an adjectival modifier.

sorta

(23) a. Floydis tall.
??7almost
sorta
b. Gasis expensive on the island.
*almost

Furthermore, sorta is generally able to modify activity verbs without further contextually support.
Almost, by comparison, is distinctly odd with activity verbs unless there is some additional contextual
information (such as a scenario for (24b) where people are being judged on whether they successfully
ran or not). Although the examples in (24b) and (25b) below are good on the reading where the
possibility of the event is presupposed (i.e., the possibility of Bill running is taken for granted), they
are much less acceptable on a second reading where what is asserted is that the event comes close to
but does not quite meet the criteria for using the event description without almost — e.g, for (24b),
that Bill did something like but not quite running. This compares with the sorta examples in (24a)

and (25a), which are acceptable.

24) a. Bill sorta ran.

b.  ??Bill almost ran.

(25) a. Floyd sorta jogged.

b.  ?7Floyd almost jogged.

Another difference between sorta and almost is in their licitness with measure phrases. Almost

is readily licensed in the presence of a measure phrase, but sorta cannot combine with measure
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phrases.

almost
(26) a. Floydis six feet tall.
*sorta
almost
b. It’s 30C today.
*sorta

Finally, almost can be used with DPs headed by certain quantificational determiners (Horn, 1972),

but sorta cannot combine with those DPs, or any DPs at all.

4 )

almost
(27) a. every dog was present.

*sorta

\ /

/ 3
almost )

b. no dog was hairy.

*sorta

\ 7

To summarize, although sorta and almost share the fact that they both incorporate an approxima-
tive meaning, sorta is not simply reducible to almost; there are obvious syntactic and semantic

differences between the two, as demonstrated by their distributions.

2.2.5 Summary

The observations in the previous sections bring up several points that an analysis of sorta must
account for. The first point regards the cross-categorial nature of sorta. Why is it that sorta can
appear with words and phrases of several lexical categories (adjectives, nouns, verbs)? What
would sorta have to do in order to be used with categories that are often thought to have different
semantics? And with regards to the semantics of gradability, how does sorfa induce gradability
where it did not arise before? I address these questions in section 2.4, but first take time to introduce

useful background assumptions in the upcoming section.
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2.3 Pragmatic halos and alternative semantics

2.3.1 Halos

Lasersohn (1999) observes that many natural language expressions can be used licitly even in
situations where they would be false, strictly speaking. For instance, consider the utterance in (28)
below. Under normal circumstances, (28) can be uttered even if there are a handful of night owls
still awake. Lasersohn notes that the few people still awake at midnight in this situation don’t seem
to matter for the licitness of (28); even though it’s false that the townspeople are asleep (some of
them are awake, after all), the sentence is still pragmatically acceptable. The conclusion to draw
from this is that hearers afford other speakers what Lasersohn calls “pragmatic slack”” — speakers
are allowed a degree of sloppiness in their speech. The hearer affords the speaker of (28) pragmatic
slack in how the townspeople is to be interpreted; although a few people awake at midnight do count

semantically for the truth conditions of (28), they are pragmatically ignorable exceptions.
(28) The townspeople are asleep. (uttered at midnight)

This isn’t confined solely to definite plural NPs. Similar behavior can be demonstrated with other
things: with time (where (29) can be uttered if it’s not exactly 3 o’clock); with a quantifier such
as everyone, as in example (30), even if a few students are missing; and with predicates such as
spherical in (31), even though very few things are perfectly spherical. Pragmatic slack is afforded

quite regularly.
29) It’s 3 o’clock. (uttered at 2:58pm)

(30) Ok, everyone is here. (uttered by a professor at the start of class when a few students are

absent)
31D The earth is spherical.

Lasersohn proposes that certain linguistic expressions have surrounding them a “pragmatic halo”
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of pragmatically ignorable differences. 3 o’clock (for instance) might have a halo that includes
times five minutes before and five minutes after 3 o’clock. As long as the truth of the matter
falls within the halo, the utterance will be licit, and (29) is licit because the true time, 2:58pm, is
within the pragmatic halo of 3pm. Similarly, although the Earth might not be a perfect sphere,
spherical is interpreted imprecisely enough so that near spheres fall within its pragmatic halo and
are pragmatically ignorable.

Pragmatic halos can be modified by what Lasersohn calls ““slack regulators.” These modifiers
work to contract the size of the halo — in other words, to allow less pragmatic slack and require
more precision in how a statement is interpreted. If the slack regulator all is used as in (32) in a
situation where townspeople are known to be awake, the sentence is false and recognized by hearers
as infelicitous. Similarly for the slack regulators exactly and perfectly in (33) and (34), respectively,

which shrink the pragmatic halo and require more precision in how the terms are interpreted.
(32) All the townspeople are asleep. (no exceptions allowed)

(33) It’s exactly 3 o’clock. (cannot be uttered at 2:58pm)

34) The earth is perfectly spherical. (recognized by hearers as false)

The manipulation of pragmatic halos will form an important part of the analysis in later sections,
with sorta analyzed as widening a halo. But first, I introduce in the next section an implementation

of Lasersohn’s proposal using Hamblin semantics.

2.3.2 An alternatives-based implementation

Morzycki (2011) provides an analysis of metalinguistic comparatives (see also McCawley (1998)).
Informally, metalinguistic comparatives compare how apt or appropriate a particular expression
is. To characterize (35a), for example, what’s being compared is the aptness or appropriateness of
calling George dumb or crazy, and similarly in (35b), what’s being compared is the appropriateness

of calling Clarence a syntactician or semanticist.
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(35) a.  George is more dumb than crazy.

b. Clarence is a syntactician more than a semanticist.

Morzycki cashes out the descriptive generalization here in terms of imprecision. What’s being
compared is how precise it is to call George dumb or crazy. A degree parameter on the interpretation
function [.] captures this, where higher degrees correspond to increased precision. I will call this
the imprecision parameter or degree of imprecision. A metalinguistic comparative, then, compares
the degree of imprecision between two expressions. This is demonstrated informally in (36), where

max(D) = 1d[Vd'[D(d") — d’ < d]].

!/
(36) [George is more dumb than crazy]]d
= (Ad.[George is dumb]?) > max(Ad. [George is crazy]®)
‘The degree to which we can call George dumb is greater than the degree to which we can

call George crazy.’

Morzycki suggests that imprecision should be thought of in terms of Lasersohn’s pragmatic halos.
Halos are recast in terms of alternatives (Hamblin, 1973; Kratzer & Shimoyama, 2002). Denotations
themselves are identified with their pragmatic halo, with the imprecision parameter directly deter-
mining the size of the halo. The alternatives in the pragmatic halo are built from a primitive relation
~ “resembles,” which compares the degree to which two predicates of the same type resemble each

other. This is defined in (37).

(37) a =4 ¢ B iff, given the ordering imposed by the context C, & resembles f3 to (at least) the

degree d and o and f3 are of the same type (Morzycki, 2011).

A denotation for dumb might look as in (10): a set of functions of type (e,¢) such that each function
f resembles dumb to at least degree d. (11) illustrates how the value of the imprecision parameter
affects the size of the pragmatic halo. High degrees decrease the size of the halo, while the maximum

degree forces the halo to be a singleton.
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(38)  [dumb]*C = {f,, ) f ~q,c dumb}

(39 a  [dumb]"€ = {dumb}
b.  [dumb]°€ = {dumb,ignorant, dopey,foolish, ...}

C. [[dumb]]o’c = D(e,t)

The lesson is that we can think of Lasersohnian pragmatic halos as existing not in a post-compositional
pragmatics, but as part of the compositional semantics. By providing a hook into pragmatic halos
through the imprecision parameter and by modeling halos as alternatives, we are able to provide a
compositional account of how pragmatic halos interact with the rest of the grammar.

In a Hamblinized system such as this, it’s useful to have a mode of composition separate from
Function Application (FA) (Heim & Kratzer, 1998) that can put sets of functions together with
their arguments — namely, it’s useful to have a mode of composition where we can act like we’re
working with functions, but in reality be building up larger sets of alternatives. The intuition behind
this new mode of composition is to apply all the objects from one set of alternatives to all the objects
from another set of alternatives pointwise, creating another set of alternatives. This is formalized as

Hamblin Function Application in (40) below.

40) HAMBLIN FUNCTION APPLICATION (HFA)
If o is a branching node with daughters f and ¥, and [[B]]d’c C Dg and [[}/]]d’c € Dis 1),
then [o]4C = {c(b) : b € [B]9C Ac e [y]9C}  (Morzycki (2011), based on Kratzer &

Shimoyama (2002))

To illustrate, suppose a function A, type (e, st) and a set B, type e, as represented with the sets of

alternatives in (41) below.
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AxAw. f(x)(w),
4D A= AxAw.g(x)(w),
AxAw.h(x)(w)

B={a,b,c}

Since these are sets, A(B) proceeds via HFA and not FA. Each object in the set A is applied to each

object in B, resulting in the set C such that C = A(B). This is illustrated below in (42).

[AxAw.f(x)(w)](a), [AxAw.f(x)(W)] (D), [AxAw.f(x)(w)](c),
42)  C=AB)=1 Axdwgx)w)](a), Axdw.g(x)w)](b), [AxAw.g(x)(w)](c),
[AxAw.h(x)(W)] (a), [AxAw.h(x)(W)](D), [AxAw.h(x)(w)](c)

Aw.f(a)(w),Aw.f(b)(w), Aw.f(c)(w),
=9 Awgla)(w), Aw.g(b)(w), Aw.g(c)(w),
Aw.h(a)(w),Aw.h(b)(w),Aw.h(c)(w)
C is the result of the pointwise function application of the elements from set A to set B. This results
in the alternatives from both A and B being represented in C. An interesting property of HFA is that
the set created by applying the alternatives from A to B pointwise has all the alternatives of both A
and B. Thinking about this syntactically, if a mother node o has two daughters, 8 and ¥, and S is of
the right type to apply to y using HFA, the result of their combination, &, will have the alternatives

of both 8 and 7.

2.3.3 Imprecision or vagueness?

Before starting the analysis of sorta, we should think about what kind of gradable meaning is
implicated in the meaning of sorta. Namely, is sorta truly a slack regulator and working with
pragmatic halos, a la Lasersohn, or is sorta regulating vagueness instead?

Comparing the intuitions with sorta to both vagueness and imprecision, we find that sorta

behaves in some ways more like a vagueness regulator than a slack regulator. First, if sorta were a
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slack regulator, we might expect it to combine freely with other types of expressions with exact
meanings, such as numerals, expressions of time, and quantifiers. Indeed, we find approximators

and slack regulators that do combine felicitously with expressions of these types, but sorta does not.

(43) a.  Almost/approximately twenty people were in line.

b. *Sorta twenty people were in line.

44) a. Ataround 3pm I will eat lunch.

=

*At sorta 3pm I will eat lunch.

(45) a. More-or-less every dog kissed a cat.

b. *Sorta every dog kissed a cat.

However, there are ways that it behaves like a slack regulator as well. Consider the adjectives
triangular and extinct, which putatively have exact uses. Triangular and extinct are predicates that
allow for what Pinkal (1995) calls natural precisifications — contexts in which the predicates can

be easily forced to have exact interpretations.

(46) We need a shape which is triangular, but this Shape B won’t do, since it has a small bend

on one side.

“@n We need to find a species that is extinct, but Northern White Rhinos won’t do, since there

are still five left.

As shown in the (b) examples in (48) and (49), these adjectives do not have gradable senses. But,
as shown in the (c) examples, both triangular and extinct can be modified by sorta, which might

suggest that sorta does have a slack regulating meaning here.

(48) a. These shapes are triangular.
b. ??Shape A is more triangular than Shape B.

c. Shape B is sorta triangular.
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(49) a.

Dinosaurs are extinct.

b. ??Dinosaurs are more extinct than dodo birds.

C.

Northern White Rhinos are sorta extinct.!3

In contrast to precise adjectives like triangular, truly vague predicates do not allow for natural

precisifications.

(50) ?7We need a long rod for the antenna, but since long means ‘greater than 10 meters’ and this

one is 1 millimeter short of 10 meters, unfortunately it won’t work. (Kennedy, 2007)

Extinct and triangular also do not give rise to the Sorites Paradox, where in the Sorites Paradox the

two premises P1 and P2 do not lead to the conclusion C (premise P2 is rejected in both). This fact

also suggests that they do not have vague meanings. In contrast, a vague predicate such as tall does

give rise to the paradox.

51 P1:
P2:

C:

(52) PI1:
P2:

(53) P1:
P2:

C:

A person who is six feet tall is tall.
A person who is one sixteenth of an inch shorter than a tall person is tall.

Therefore, a person who is three feet tall (or two feet tall, or one foot tall, etc...) is tall.

A species is extinct if it has no living members.
A species with one more living member than an extinct species is extinct.
Therefore, a species with one hundred (or two hundred, or a thousand, etc...) living

members is extinct.

A shape with three sides is triangular.
A shape with one more side than a triangular shape is triangular.

Therefore, a shape with four sides (or five sides, or six sides, etc...) is triangular.

What this suggests is that sorta cannot only be regulating vagueness; the existence of uses of sorta

with imprecise (rather than vague) predicates might suggest that sorta can be involved in regulating

I3 At the time of this writing, there were five Northern White Rhinos still alive.
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both imprecision and vagueness. Where does this leave us in adopting a formalization such as that
of Morzycki (2011)? Even if sorta has mixed behavior in terms of the types of meanings that it
regulates (imprecision versus vagueness), Morzycki’s proposal of putting a degree of precision
parameter on the interpretation function is suitable here in that it captures a fundamental difference
between different types of predicates: gradability is inherent in some expressions (particularly
often in adjectives), but not in others (such as verbs). For the remainder of the chapter, I will
make reference to a “degree of precision,” but in the context of this debate it can be understood as
indifference as to the exact type of meaning at work: vagueness or gradability. Rather, what is at
stake is something different, namely which expressions are inherently gradable (or not) and how

sorta can combine with those expressions which are not gradable.

2.4 Analysis

2.4.1 Prelude

The intuition I pursue is to analyze sorta as a degree word. The reason for this comes from sorta’s
cross-categorial behavior, combining with gradable and non-gradable adjectives as well as verbs and
nouns. When combined with a gradable adjective, the reading available is akin to a degree reading.
With non-gradable adjectives, verbs, and nouns, the reading becomes one of approximation to the
predicate being modified. This suggests that, at its core, sorta is degree-related, but has coercive
powers when used with predicates without a gradable interpretation.

The coercive power here is a consequence of pragmatic halos being sets of alternatives that
resemble some core function. The role of sorta is to increase the size of a pragmatic halo in order
to bring in more functions that approximate some other function. Using Morzycki’s alternative
semantics for pragmatic halos allows us to keep a degree semantics for sorta with both non-gradable
and gradable predicates. Gradable predicates lexicalize degree arguments, which sorta can saturate.
For non-gradable predicates, sorta’s combinatorial need to combine with a gradable predicate forces

a typeshift. The effect of this typeshift is to make non-gradable predicates gradable by using their
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imprecision parameter as a degree argument. In this way, sorta can saturate the new degree of
precision argument of a non-gradable predicate.

Before beginning the analysis, I should state my assumptions. I assume an ontology with degrees,
abstract units of measurement (Kennedy, 1999; Seuren, 1973; Schwarzschild & Wilkinson, 2002;
von Stechow, 1984). I also assume that gradable adjectives such as rall lexicalize degree arguments
and are relations between degrees and individuals (as in (55)). This move makes adjectives by
themselves incomplete; they need to be saturated with a degree. A null morpheme POS is assumed
to be present in the unmarked (absolutive) constructions (Cresswell, 1976; von Stechow, 1984;
Bierwisch, 1989; Kennedy, 1999). The function of POS is to existentially quantify over degrees and
supply a degree that meets a contextually supplied standard. For a gradable adjective, this makes
it so that not only does someone have some height (which mere existential quantification over a
degree would give you), but that someone also meets the standard. This matches our intuitions for
what fall means; to be tall isn’t to have just any height, but to meet the height for which we would
call someone 7all. A function standard is used in the semantics, which takes a gradable predicate
as an argument and returns the degree in the context which represents the standard. Here, POS is
assumed to be a Deg head, DegP being the extended projection of AP (Abney, 1987; Kennedy,
1999; Corver, 1990; Grimshaw, 1991). This is illustrated in (54)—(57).

54) DegP

N
Deg AP

VAN

POS tall

(55)  [tall] = AdAx[tall(d)(x)]
(56)  [PoS] =AGy ,)Ax3d[d > standard(G) A G(d)(x)]
(57)  [[Pos tall] = Ax3d[d > standard([tall]) Atall(d)(x)]

Because I am working in a Hamblinized system, denotations will often be sets of alternatives rather
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than functions. Assuming Morzycki’s imprecision parameter and representing denotations with
their halos, fall might be translated as in (58). The analysis will start without alternatives, but

alternatives will be added when necessary.
/
(58)  [tall]"C = {figen): f =g ¢ AdAx.tall(d)(x)}

Finally, it will be crucial for me to have access to the imprecision parameter. Following Morzycki, I

assume a typeshift PREC, defined in (59) below.
/
(59)  [prEC a]? = Ad'. [a]?

The PREC typeshift binds the imprecision parameter, turning any expression type 7 into a function

type (d, T). When necessary, I'll label PREC as a node in the syntax.

2.4.2 Sorta and gradable predicates

In previous sections, I highlight how sorta behaves as a degree word. I will consider it a degree
word at heart and analyze it as one might analyze another degree word such as very. The syntactic
assumption here will be that sorta heads a DegP, much like POS or very do under certain analyses,
with an AP headed by a gradable adjective as its complement, as in (60). DegPs are predicative and
are properties of individuals, and by assumption APs are relations between degrees and individuals.
Syntactically and type-theoretically, this makes sorta comparable to POS.

(60) DegP

/\
Deg AP

VAN

sorta tall

How might we think about the semantic content of sorta? The most natural move is to keep the
parallelism between sorta and POS; sorta should be of the same logical type as POS, as well as do
something similar semantically. POS asserts the existence of a degree such that that degree meets a

contextually provided standard, as well as saturating the individual and degree arguments of the AP
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it combines with. The entailment to the standard with sorfa is murky, however; what we might do
is say that the degree quantified over is simply close to the standard. I define a ‘close to’ relation
in (61), such that, for two degrees d and d’, d < d' is true just in case d is smaller than d’ and d is
close in value to d’, as defined by the context. Sorta is defined as in (62), where « is a gradable

adjective (type (d,et)).
(61) vdvd', d <c,p d' iff the value of d is close to d’ as determined by the context C.

(62) (Tentative)

[sorta]® = AG g oy Ax3d [d < standard A G(d) (x)]

(64) demonstrates how sorta tall would work. For readability, I've suppressed the context parameter

on < and the argument to standard.
(63) Bill is sorta tall.

64) a.  [sorta]® = AGAx3d[d < standard A G(d) (x)]
b. [sorta tall]©
= Ax3d |d < standard A [tall] (d)(x)]
= Ax3d [d < standard A tall(d) (x)]
c. [sorta tall]© ([Bill]) = 3d |d < standard A tall(d) ([Bill] )]

Additionally, although the analysis so far has been developed with gradable adjectives in mind,
sorta also combines with gradable predicates that are not adjectives. A verb such as respect or
widen is plausibly gradable, based on the the existence of a degree reading with a comparative. The
reading available when sorta modifies VPs headed by these adjectives is what we would expect,
given that these are gradable predicates; the examples in (66) have degree readings —sorta respect
means “to respect a little bit” and sorta widened means “to widen a little bit.” This is more support

for sorta’s status as a degree word.

(65) a. I respect her more than you do.

33



b. This section of the street was widened more than the next section.

(66) a. I sorta respect her.

b. The road commission sorta widened the road.

To summarize, sorta can be analyzed as a variety of degree word using the standard tools from
degree semantics. Syntactically and semantically, we can think of it as a cousin to POS, but rather
than asserting that a degree exceeds the standard, sorta requires that a degree be close to but below
the standard. The analysis here will form the core of the analysis of sorta with non-gradable

predicates in the next section.

2.4.3 Sorta and non-gradable predicates

In the previous section I analyze sorta as a variety of degree word. The role of sorta is to assert that
a degree is close to but lower than the contextually provided standard and to saturate the degree
argument of the gradable predicate it combines with. If some predicate has a degree argument, this
would be satisfactory. The issue that arises, though, is that most verbs and nouns aren’t usually
argued to lexicalize a degree argument. If sorta is a degree word, we need to ask what degree it is
operating over when combined with non-degree predicates.

The clue that we can extend a degree analysis to non-gradable predicates comes from the
approximative flavor of sorta. Recalling previous observations, constructions involving sorta and
non-gradable predicates can be conveniently paraphrased with approximatives such as close to or
like, as in (67). The way to look at the degree that sorta operates over with non-gradable predicates

should be as a degree that represents how closely one predicate approximates another.

(67) a. I sorta kicked the ground.
‘I did something like kicking the ground.’
b. He sorta swam over to the boat.

‘He did something that was like swimming over to the boat.’
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Approximation is what the imprecision parameter on [.] in Morzycki’s formulation of pragmatic
halos represents — a degree that represents how much objects in the pragmatic halo are allowed to
approximate some object. A high degree of precision is a way of forcing objects in the pragmatic
halo to more closely approximate some object, while increasingly lower degrees allow for less
precision and correspondingly looser approximations. This approximation is accomplished with
a relation = ., which is true just in case two semantic objects resemble each other to at least
some degree d in context c. The interpretations of constructions involving sorta and non-gradable
predicates also suggest that looking at approximation in this way is on the right track. Intuitively, a
construction with sorta, like sorta swim, involves something that resembles the modified verb in
some way.

Swim can be used in many different ways that approximate a core concept of swimming
(whatever that may be). What should be said, then, is that sorta swim (for example) isn’t necessarily
approximate to swim, but approximate to what ‘counts’ as swimming in the context. Needed is a
notion of standards that includes not just the standards associated with adjectival scales, but also
with degrees of precision. Drawing up the degree analysis of sorta from the previous section, the
degree that sorta introduces must be close to and lower than the standard degree of precision for the
context.

What I will assume is that the standard function is defined not only to return standards
associated with adjectival scales, but also standards associated with the degree of precision. This
requires standard to not only return standards for gradable predicates (type (d,et)), but more
generally for anything with a degree argument, such as properties coerced into gradable properties

via PREC.

(68)  [PREC swim]?
=Ad'. [[swim]]d,

= ld’.{f(eﬁi f %d/,C sw1m}

With this in mind, what sorta does is existentially quantify over a degree close to but lower than
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the standard degree of precision. This has the effect of lowering the degree of precision, in turn
widening the pragmatic halo. Because we are dealing with alternatives now, our definition of sorta
must be adjusted in order to pick a single alternative from the halo and apply it to the individual
argument of sorta, as well as set the imprecision parameter to the new degree of precision. (69)
reflects these changes, where the P argument is saturated by a PREC typeshifted property.'* The
denotation for sorta now also has set brackets surrounding it, reflecting the move to having an

alternative semantics for every linguistic expression.
/
©9)  [sorta]® = {AP@L (er.)Ax3d [d < standard A 3f € P(d) | f(x)]]}

(70) VP
N

sorta VP

PREC VP

PN
swim
- ond’ d - d
(71)  [sorta [PREC swim]]* = [sorta]® ([[PREC swim]]* )
d < standard N

= Ax3d
3f € [PREC swim] (d) [f(x)]

For concreteness, we can substitute [PREC swim] (d) with the halo of swim. The degree argument
of [PREC swim] is saturated by d, creating a set of alternatives that represent swim to at least
degree d, as demonstrated in (72). Examples of these alternatives are explicitly represented in (73).

(Arguments have been suppressed where possible for readability.)

d < standard N

f: f€{fep): f ~a,cswim} [f(x)]

72 [(70)]¢€ = { Ax3d

14The unusual type — (d, (et,t)) — is a result of the VP denoting a set of functions rather than a single function.

36



( B ( ) T )
swim,

float
73)  [(70)]%°€ = { 2x3d | d < standard A 3f: f € o [f(x)]

wade,

\ L . ) 1)

As mentioned in section 2.2.2, sorta V does not have entailments to V. The reasons for this are now
apparent; because the halo around the verb was expanded, there are many functions within the halo
that sorta can choose from. Not all of these options are within the original halo of the verb, as set
by the standard degree of precision. Since sorta is free to choose any function, the entailment to the
verb disappears.

To summarize, sorta does a couple of things. First, it existentially quantifies over degrees
that are close to the standard degree of precision for the context, with the purpose of widening
the pragmatic halo of the object it is combined with. As sorta requires a gradable predicate to
combine with, non-gradable predicates are coerced into gradable predicates via the PREC typeshift.
Next, the degree of precision of the non-gradable predicate that sorta is combined with is set to
the degree quantified over by sorta. This creates a set of alternatives that at least d-resemble the
predicate that sorta is modifying. Finally, a function is picked from this halo and applied to the
individual argument of sorta. Although the examples above are for verb phrases of type (e,z), we
can see that this will generalize to other expressions that are property-denoting, including nouns

and non-gradable adjectives.

2.4.4 Context-dependence and sorta

This analysis predicts that sorta should be doubly context sensitive, first regarding the standard
degree and second regarding the ~ relation. At an intuitive level, these two loci for context
dependence deal with the degree of similarity between predicates (e.g., are two predicates very
much similar or only somewhat similar?), and the particular ways in which things can be similar.

Let’s consider first the context parameter on ~. As pointed out by Goodman (1972), any two
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objects have infinitely many properties in common, making similarity a useless notion if we are
simply talking about common properties. What is needed for similarity is to be similar in particular
respects; in order to determine whether two objects are similar, it is necessary to have some fixed
respects in mind. What the context parameter in this case does is determine what respects we are
talking about when we are judging whether two objects are similar.

Taking the predicate sorta swim, if we vary contexts we can see that the felicity and interpretation
of sorta swim depends on what respects are being used to judge similarity. For the verb swim, these
respects might have to do (for example) with doing the activity in the water and moving one’s arms
and legs in a particular way. If we consider a situation where a child is learning how to swim in
a pool, it is appropriate to use sorta swim even if the child was just practicing floating because
floating is similar to swimming in that they both occur in the water. However, different respects can
be relevant in other situations. If one is playing charades and demonstrating swimming, we can use
sorta swim to describe the situation if they are moving their arms in a way that is reminiscent of
swimming. Even though charades isn’t being played in the water, sorta swim can be used because
the context has determined that was is relevant in the situation is not that the action took place in
the water, but that the player’s arms were doing something similar to what is done when one swims.

If we hold the respect(s) under consideration constant, the effect of context on the standard also
becomes apparent. To see this, consider the VP kick the ball. Kicking the ball requires, in terms of
respects, some movement of the foot and leg and making contact with the ball. Infants, semanticists,
and professional soccer players can all kick balls — they can move their feet and legs in a particular
fashion to make contact with the ball. This is the bare minimum for what it means to kick a ball, the
loosest context in which we will say that someone kicked a ball. However, if we want to talk about
what professional soccer players do during soccer games, which has the effect of increasing our
standard as to what counts as kicking, it becomes harder to count what an infant is doing as kicking
a ball (particularly if there is very little movement of the ball when the infant kicks it).

In sum, descriptions using sorta are context-dependent in at least two ways: first, by virtue of

what respects matter for similarity within a context, and second by virtue of the standards we set for
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whether a predicate counts as similar or not. These are independent from each other. Holding the
standard constant while varying the respect, we can see that different situations call for different
respects to be examined (as in the swim case). And, if the respect is held constant but the standard
manipulated, the threshold for what counts for a particular predicate can be changed (as in the kick

case).

2.4.5 Revisiting gradable predicates

In section 2.4.2, sorta is analyzed as a degree word. In section 2.4.3, this analysis is further
developed so that sorta can play a degree role in the absence of a lexicalized degree. Two technical
moves make this work: the PREC typeshift is applied to a non-gradable predicate in order to
coerce gradability where none existed before, essentially building a gradable predicate out of a
non-gradable one, and sorta existentially quantifies over a set of alternatives in order to pick a single
alternative. The question that needs to be answered is whether the move of making sorta sensitive
to alternatives creates any problems for the original analysis of sorta as a degree word.

A Hamblinized denotation for tall might look as in (74). Somewhat unconventionally for this
chapter, I’ve translated fall as a singleton set rather than using the set builder notation and ~. One
reason for this is purely expository, a wish to keep the moving parts to a minimum. However,
there is also a less innocent but more interesting reason here as well: it’s simply not clear what the
alternatives to fall would be, at least under normal circumstances. Plausibly, this is related to tall
being an adjective with only a single dimension of measurement: there is only one way in which we

can determine whether someone is tall (i.e., what their height is).
/
(74)  [tall] = {AdAx.tall(d)(x)}

In order to make sorta combine with a Hamblinized adjective, the type for sorta has to change: sorta
needs to combine with a set of gradable functions and an individual, making it type (((d,et),t), {(e,t)).

This type is different than the type of sorta for when it combines with a non-gradable predicate

(type ((d, (et,1)), (e,1)))
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(75)  [sorta] =AG (g ¢) \Axd [d < standard A 3g € G [g(d)(x)]]

There is a wrinkle here, however: although sorta is intuitively looking for something gradable to
combine with in all cases, the source of this gradability is different. For gradable adjectives and
other gradable predicates, the gradability is located within the predicate, and hence it’s each member
of the set that sorta combines with that has a degree argument. However, with non-gradable VPs,
this changes; the gradability is located outside of the alternatives, due to the application of PREC.
What this means is that the denotation sorta is dependent on what type of constituent it combines
with. If the gradability is coerced, such as in the case of many VP constituents, one denotation
must be used. If there is inherent gradability in what sorta combines with, however, then a different

denotation is used. The disjunctive denotation in (76) reflects this.

76)  [sorta] = AFg (or g0 Ax3d [d < standard A3f € F(d) [f(x)]]

)LG<<d’et>,,>/lx3d [d <standard A 3g € G [g(d)(x)]]

Although this sort of ambiguity isn’t ideal, it’s worth noting that these two denotations still have
much in common. First, in both, the intuition is that sorta is looking to combine with a gradable
property — the difference is in where this gradability is located. Second, this property gets applied
to some individual. Finally, and most importantly, sorta lowers the standard in both denotations.
Even though the denotations are different in their technical details, the intuition that sorta is affecting

the standard remains in both.

2.4.6 PREC and alternative formulations of sorta

2.4.6.1 Much worries

Adding a typeshift to our toolkit isn’t a step to take lightly; there are well-founded worries about
what making this kind of move means for our theory of grammar. One worry is whether a new
typeshift such as PREC should be used, or if there is another typeshift that can be used to accomplish

something similar. One possibility is much, which is arguably a gradability inducing typeshift. As
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observed by Bresnan (1973) and Corver (1997), much surfaces as a dummy adjectival element

(much-support) in examples such as (77) and (78).

77) a. Ilove her very much.

b. It was very much a secret.
(78) John is fond of Mary, and Bill is very much so.
(79) The balloon ascended as much as the kite did.

But, there are some differences that make assimilating PREC to much hard. For one, sorta appears
without much in examples like (80). If much is part of the meaning of these constructions, we have
to explain why it appears covertly. In adjectival contexts, much-support occurs when there is ellipsis,

but there is no much-support necessary for sorta (see (81)).

(80) a. I sorta love her.

b. It was sorta a secret.

(81) a. John is very fond of Mary, and Bill is very much so, too.

b. John is sorta fond of Mary, and Bill is sorta (*much) so, too.

Another point in favor of sorta behaving different at the syntactic level is that it must appear to the
left of the constituent it modifies, unless it has been extraposed (signaled through intonation or a

comma in writing). Comparing sorta to very much, we do not see such as restriction.

(82)  *I'love her sorta.

(compare to: I love her, sorta.)

Finally, according to Bresnan (1973), the English adjectival comparative incorporates a covert
much, and a related proposal can be found for verbal comparatives in ?. In (83), the comparative
gives us an interpretation where we compare quantities, suggesting that what much is doing in

the comparative is allowing the comparative morpheme to access a quantity scale. This can be
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compared to (84), where sorta builds an interpretation where we implicitly compare similar kinds
of events (say, events that are like running or like sleeping in some way). Although a quantity

interpretation doesn’t appear to be completely ruled out!d

, the comparative examples do not allow
the “similarity” interpretation. If much is what coerces gradability with sorta, we should expect the

same types of readings with both the comparative and sorta.

(83) a. John ran more than Mary. v QUANTITY, *KIND
b.  Bill slept more than Sue. v QUANTITY, *KIND
(84) a. John sorta ran. 77QUANTITY, v KIND
b.  Bill sorta slept. ??7QUANTITY, v KIND

Furthermore, examples with very much, where much is clearly present, also do not give rise to the
same kind of reading as sorta. 10 (85) has the same type of quantity reading as in (83a) and (83b).
Again, if much were at play in examples with sorta, we should expect sentences like (84a) and (84b)

to also have similar quantity readings.

(85) a. John didn’t run very much.

b. John didn’t sleep very much.

In sum, although it would be theoretically nice to reduce PREC to actually being a case of a covert

much, doing this presents some difficulties.

I5For instance, sorta sleep seems to have a reading available that is akin to “did some small amount of sleeping.”
16This is complicated by the fact that very much is either marked or unacceptable in non-negated sentences:

(i) ??John ran very much.

(i) *John slept very much.
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2.4.6.2 PREC in sorta?

A second worry about the current formulation of sorfa is whether degrees of precision should
be accessible from outside of sorta, or whether it should be sorta itself that access the degree of
precision. In other words, do we want the PREC typeshift, which makes available the degree of
precision, to be separate from the meaning of sorta, or should it somehow be incorporated into
1t? I argue that PREC really should be considered as a separate component from sorta and not be
incorporated into its meaning.

The first argument that PREC should be separate from sorta concerns its interpretation with
gradable adjectives. As a typeshift, PREC appears when there is a type incompatibility between
sorta and the expression it is combining with — namely, sorta is trying to combine with something
of type (e,)!7 when it requires a gradable expression, type (d,ef). What we see is that sorta
invokes a meaning shift with expressions that are not gradable (sorta swim invokes predicates that
are like swim), but that no such meaning shift happens with predicates that are already gradable; it
is difficult to find examples where sorta tall could mean wide, for instance (sorta tall instead means
“tall to some degree d that is close to but lower than the standard”). This suggests that the meaning
of PREC isn’t part of the meaning of sorta, for if it were, we would expect meaning shifts to be
available for whatever sorta combined with.

Second, we might worry about a proliferation of degree of precision interpretations were PREC
to be separate from sorta. On the face of it, this would appear to militate against PREC b